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Chapter 1 Maggorthulax


Maggorthulax had many names—the Dread, the Devourer, Princess of the Abyss, Weaver of the Everlasting Night, the Void Made Flesh—but the one she liked best was “Maggie Weaver.” Unlike those other names, which were mostly from people screaming in terror, it came with a nice enrollment certificate from the local middle school. The certificate would’ve looked great above the throne of skulls in her dark shrine deep beneath Scotland. But since that had been ransacked by Vikings centuries ago, she had to settle for putting it on the bulletin board in her room at 637 Oak Drive in Devil’s Hill, Illinois.

How exactly did an all-powerful, primordial goddess of darkness end up at a suburban Illinois middle school? Well, it’s a long story, one that involves the awesome power of archangels, an ancient cult, a solar eclipse, cheese enchiladas, the end of the world, and a modest amount of school district paperwork.

It began on the night of October 23, 445 AD, in what we now call Scotland, but was then called Caledonia. That night 2in a Pictish village, a baby girl was born with two razor-sharp fangs and glowing red eyes. Her parents abandoned her at the door of the neighborhood druid, thinking the child evil and cursed. The druid recognized the girl at once as the child spoken of in prophecy, the earthly incarnation of the vampire-goddess Maggorthulax the Dread, the Devourer, Princess of the Abyss, Weaver of the—well, you get the point.

The druid took Maggorthulax to live in a lightless shrine in a cave beneath a tall hill far outside the village. There the druids worshiped the child as the living embodiment of all darkness. They clothed her in robes of gray, patterned her pale skin with blue tattoos, and on her head, they placed an iron crown. And they prepared her for the prophesied day when the sun would die at noon, and she’d come into her full power. The day she would consume the earth, sun, and stars, and shroud the universe in everlasting night. Maggorthulax did not question her identity or her role—she knew, down into her bones, who she was and what she must do.

Obviously, Maggorthulax did not have a normal childhood, though in fairness she wasn’t missing out on much. Back then a normal childhood mostly consisted of fishing for eels and hiding from ax-wielding Saxon invaders. Still, the rituals and chanting 3got old very quickly, and she got tired of eating the same old offerings of roasted goat heads and steamed sheep guts.
 
Maggorthulax was also, as you might imagine, very lonely. The only world and life she’d known were the dark cave and the chanting druids, who did not dare speak their names in her presence or show their faces to her. But sometimes she would overhear them whispering about things they called family and friends, and she couldn’t help but wonder what it must be like to have such things.

Of course, not everyone wanted Maggorthulax to destroy the world. One day during her twelfth year on earth, a few months before the prophesied solar eclipse, a wandering Nubian saint found the dark shrine. Before the druids could stop him, he called down the awesome power of the archangels and sealed Maggorthulax within a black stone obelisk. The solar eclipse came and went, and the universe continued on, blissfully unaware of how close it had come to oblivion.

The saint knew his spell might someday be broken, so he erected a stone pillar on the hill above Maggorthulax’s shrine. On it, he carved a warning in every language that would ever be spoken in Scotland. In English, the words read: ye who find this stone, be wary! the vampire-goddess dwells within! fear ye she who drinks all light!

4
Over time, rain and wind wore down the pillar, and after a few centuries, rather than warning people away, the obelisk read: this way! pie! free drinks! In the eighth century, a group of Vikings found the shrine and, disappointed by the lack of pies and beverages, carried off the throne of skulls. They left the great black obelisk, though. It was too creepy.

For over a thousand years, no one disturbed the shrine or the great black obelisk where Maggorthulax the Dread slept. Then one day in 1996, an archaeologist from the University of Chicago, Dr. Harris Crutcherson, arrived in the town of Blackstone, Scotland. Dr. Crutcherson had found a passing reference to the obelisk in an ancient text about a Saxon warlord named Gothbag the Terrible and decided to investigate. He didn’t find much, not even free drinks or a single pie. The Vikings had stolen everything interesting from the shrine, save for the five-foot-tall black stone in the middle of the cavern. The obelisk itself was plain but had a curious effect. The closer Dr. Crutcherson got to it, the dimmer his flashlight became. It also gave him terrible nightmares. In his dreams that night, he saw a shadow wider than the sky, crowned with lightning, looming over the world. The shadow spread, snuffing out the sun, and then the stars vanished from the sky one by one until all that was left was the endless void.

5
As horrible as the stone was, Dr. Crutcherson needed a professional win. As a young man, he’d dreamed of grand adventures and discovering lost cities and ancient wonders. Instead, he’d spent decades squinting at ancient texts in musty libraries. His only discovery of any note was a small religious site in southern England called “Stickhenge.” It was exactly what it sounds like. The black obelisk gave him the creeps, but Dr. Crutcherson felt sure it was important. The artifact could launch his career and get him tenure.

Agents from the British government took one look at the stone, shuddered, and let Dr. Crutcherson fly it back to Chicago. Unfortunately for Dr. Crutcherson, nobody at his university wanted it either, even though they were then running a new exhibit called Cursed Dolls of Ancient France.

Dr. Crutcherson tried keeping the obelisk in his house in the suburb of Devil’s Hill, but every night he had the same nightmare about the end of the universe. He had to get rid of the obelisk, but no one wanted it. One look at the stone gave most people and animals a sense of overwhelming dread and terror. The university wouldn’t take it, and the British government refused to take it back. Finally, Dr. Crutcherson found a place terrible enough to accept the stone, a place already so cursed and full of 6bad vibes that a black obelisk imprisoning an ancient vampire-goddess barely made a dent.
 
He gave it to the local middle school.

Principal Harold Abernathy of Devil’s Hill Middle School first put the obelisk in the school’s gym. But the gym teacher, Coach Vance, complained that the students preferred gathering around the stone and screaming rather than preparing for the Presidential Fitness Test, so it had to be moved. The custodians eventually placed the stone in the detention room. This still only made it the fifth worst place, after 2-East (permanent fart smell), the gym (ants), the library (wasps), and 3-Ditch (a Porta Potty in a ditch by the highway, a mile from the school).

Sure, every student and teacher at the school had recurrent nightmares about a vast shadow blanketing the entire universe, but those were pretty tame compared to the usual middle school nightmares about showing up to class without pants and math pop quizzes they hadn’t studied for at all.

So for decades, Maggorthulax’s obelisk slept quietly in the detention room. It dimmed the lights and gnawed at the students’ sanity, though only slightly more than the puns on the motivational posters on the walls, like the one with a kitten next to a row of tulips that said remember to paws and smell the roses.

7
Until one September day, roughly a quarter of the way through the twenty-first century, when a seventh grader named Sebastian Onizuka got detention, accidentally set Maggorthulax free after sixteen centuries of stony sleep, and so set into motion the end of the universe.
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Chapter 2 Sebastian


Sebastian Onizuka had a rotten Friday. The night before, he’d stayed up late working on his own video game on the MindShaft platform so he could enter it in a national contest, but forgot to set the alarm on his phone, and so overslept, which got him yelled at by his mom, and then during breakfast he was so sleepy he spilled orange juice on his pants, but he didn’t have time to change because his dad saw the bus coming down the street, and then Victor Wong and Sebastian’s old friend Aiden Scott laughed at him because it looked like he’d peed himself, and then when they got to school, he ran off the bus as fast as he could, because the other kids were singing a song called “Sebastian Pee-Pants” to the tune of the SpongeBob SquarePants theme song and live-streaming it with their phones, and he ran smack into the math teacher Mrs. Feldman, who gave him after-school detention, and then during detention the heebie-jeebies he got from the great black obelisk in the back of the room made it impossible for him to concentrate on his homework, so when the detention 10supervisor, Coach Vance, went to the bathroom, Sebastian kicked the stone in frustration, but the stone was harder than it looked, and Sebastian screamed, “Yeeeowch!” which was, unfortunately for him and everyone else in the universe, the ancient word of unbinding that broke the saint’s spell and released the dread vampire-goddess from her prison.

The lights in the room flickered. The great black obelisk shuddered and sighed. Then it began to melt. Sebastian watched in fascinated horror as great gobs of black ooze poured onto the pale green tile. It looked like a black hole had opened in the floor. And then something crawled out of the hole: a girl wearing gray robes and a crown of iron with tall, sharp spikes. Hair black as night spilled down to her shoulders and eyes red as dying stars glittered in the gloom. Her skin was tattooed with strange blue symbols. A dragon coiled into a spiral on her forehead. Discs and spirals swirled on her cheeks and down her neck. Weird beasts and plants wove their way up and down her hands and arms.

“Oh my God,” Sebastian said. The girl took a step toward him, and for the first time in over a thousand and a half years, Maggorthulax the Dread walked once more upon the earth.

Sebastian learned two very important lessons in that moment: 1) Always set your alarm before bed. 2) If you happen to come 11across an ancient, cursed obelisk in a detention room (or really anywhere, to be honest), it is best not to kick it. You probably shouldn’t punch, headbutt, elbow, or try to piledrive it either. In fact, it’s best just to leave the thing alone entirely.

But he hadn’t left it alone, and now Maggorthulax had awoken. He stared at her. She stared at her hands, her feet, and then at the remember to paws and smell the roses poster on the far wall. She blinked and rubbed her eyes, because she had not been awake in over a thousand years, and also because the kitten on the poster was undeniably adorable.

“What just happened? Who are you?” Sebastian said.

The tattooed girl turned and said something in a language Sebastian didn’t understand. Then she said it again in a different language Sebastian thought might be Latin. But since he still didn’t understand, the girl sighed, shoved her hand into Sebastian’s mouth, and grabbed his tongue.

Sebastian felt a strange energy course through the girl’s fingers, over his tongue, and up into his brain. It seemed to root around looking for something, and occasionally lingered in interesting corners, like his knowledge of the English and Japanese languages, and the memories of all the snacks he’d ever eaten. It was magic: a simple spell that Maggorthulax had 12mastered at a young age, down in the cool dark beneath the earth where she’d lived.

“I am the vampire-goddess Maggorthulax. I am the Dread, the Devourer, Princess of the Abyss, Weaver of the Everlasting Night, the Void Made Flesh,” the girl said in English. She let go of Sebastian’s tongue and wiped her fingers on her robe.

“Vampire-goddess? Are you … are you going to drink my blood?”

“No, I drink the fiery blood of stars.”

“Oh okay. That’s a relief.”

“Who are you? You’re not the old man who locked me in the stone. He had brown skin and white hair. He was standing just where you are and speaking a spell. I remember it so clearly …”

“I’m definitely not the guy who did that to you. I’m Sebastian. Sebastian Onizuka,” he said. It was not, in hindsight, the most appropriate thing to say after meeting an immortal vampire-goddess, but in fairness to Sebastian, this was his first time meeting one.
 
He was also not scared. Most people would be, but Sebastian had two advantages. First, he was a seventh grader and, like all middle schoolers, already lived in a state of unmitigated horror. Second, he was a seventh grader at Devil’s Hill Middle, and 13so he already knew Maggorthulax. He’d dreamed of her, and he suddenly realized that this girl was the same being as the apocalyptic shadow from his nightmares. It was like meeting an old friend, if any of your old friends happened to be terrifying gods from the Abyss.

“Sebastian,” Maggorthulax said, twirling strands of black hair around her left index finger. “I am hungry. Do you have any offerings?”

“Offerings?”

“Yes. Like a roasted goat head or boiled sheep entrails. I am not picky.”

“Uh … no?”

“What about Cool Ranch Doritos? When I was inside your head, I sensed you’d eaten half a bag at lunch. Would you be willing to sacrifice the rest to me?”

“Uh, sure,” Sebastian said. He pulled the crinkly blue bag from his backpack and held it out toward the red-eyed girl. “Here you go.”

Maggorthulax did not take the bag. Maybe she didn’t know how to get the chips out. So Sebastian opened it and showed her how to take a chip out. Still nothing. The girl only stared at him.

“You … don’t want them?”
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“Sebastian, I am a goddess. I can only accept offerings,” Maggorthulax said. Being a deity came with a lot more rules than you’d imagine.

“Really?”

“Yes. First, I need an altar.”

Sebastian sighed. This was all very annoying, but the girl did look hungry, and anyway, she was a terrifying dark god. He did not want to anger her. So he pulled up his desk and hoped that it would work, despite the fact that someone had scratched the word butts into the surface.

“That’s fine,” Maggorthulax said.

“Okay. Now what?”

“Now you can place the holy offering on the altar.”

“You mean the half-eaten bag of Cool Ranch Doritos?” Sebastian asked.

“Yes, the half-eaten bag of Cool Ranch Doritos.”

Sebastian gently placed the chip bag on the desk so that it covered the word butts.

“Okay.”

“Now you can pray to me for something, and I’ll grant it.”

For the first time since he’d woken up, Sebastian felt like something was going his way. He was, of course, completely 15mistaken about that. “Oh! Can you get me a video drone? I want one so bad. So bad. But my mom and dad said they’re too expensive.”

“I don’t understand what that is.”

“A Nintendo?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“A new basketball?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Well, what can you do for me?”

Maggorthulax seemed puzzled by this. “Sebastian, I don’t know. People mostly asked me to not do things to them. ‘Please don’t blight my crops, Maggorthulax.’ ‘Please don’t sterilize my goats, Maggorthulax.’ Do you have any crops I could not blight?”

“I have a Toilet Man Chia Pet.”

“I don’t think that counts. What about goats? I can promise not to sterilize your goats. Or at least, most of your goats.”

“No goats.”

“Oh, I know! People were always asking me not to eat them. Ask me not to eat you. I am very good at not eating people,” Maggorthulax said proudly.

Sebastian did not want to be eaten, so he nodded, squeezed his eyes shut, and said, “Please don’t eat me, Maggorthulax.”
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“I accept your offering, and in return, I will not eat you. For now,” Maggorthulax said, and when Sebastian opened his eyes, he noticed she was already a few chips into the bag. “These are much better than boiled sheep entrails.”

“What do you mean, ‘for now’?”

“When next noon turns to night, I will devour the universe. Which will probably include you. I am sorry.”

“When noon turns to night? You mean like during the solar eclipse next Thursday?”

“Yes.”

“No! You can’t destroy the universe!”

“Yes, I can.”

Thanks to his nightmares, Sebastian knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was telling the truth. He panicked, not only because the universe was going to end in six days, but also because he was directly, if accidentally, responsible for the universe ending in six days. He didn’t want to die. He didn’t want anyone to die. If Maggorthulax destroyed the universe, then his parents, his grandparents, everyone he’d ever known and loved—they’d all be gone, forever, because of him. He couldn’t let it happen. He couldn’t let them and everyone else get wiped away because of his mistake! Not to mention, the 17deadline for the National MindShaft Summer Game Competition was next Friday. He would feel extremely frustrated if he’d spent all this time making the game, only for the universe to end the day before he could submit it.

“I mean, you shouldn’t destroy the universe,” Sebastian said.
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