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  Because Macmillan has released these myths and legends in six colourful and delightfully illustrated volumes, this is the sixth introduction that I’ve had to write.

  It’s also the last. So maybe it’s the right time to consider what this has all been about.




  It occurred to me, rereading the Japanese myth of the first eclipse and even the Greek myth of Pan and Syrinx – both of which appear in this volume and both of which are

  ‘origin’ stories in that they try to explain how things began – that it’s a shame we don’t have myths and legends any more. These old stories may have been improbable

  and even ridiculous, but they added a colour and a gaiety to life that is sadly lacking today. Take a look at the sky. Does it delight you to know that a solar eclipse is an astronomical event that

  occurs when the Earth intersects the umbra portion of the Moon’s shadow and that it can last up to seven minutes and thirty-one seconds? Or would you prefer to imagine that it is the result

  of a vain and foolish goddess being trapped inside a cave by a beautiful woman who turns out to be her own reflection?




  As I’ve mentioned elsewhere, many of the stars and planets are named after characters who first appeared in ancient mythology. Mars was the god of war, Venus the goddess of love and so on.

  But nowadays we have forgotten their stories and tend to think of them only in terms of mass, distance, hydrostatic equilibrium and so on. You may not have heard of this last expression, but

  it’s apparently the reason why planets are spherical. Personally I’d have been happier if someone had told me that Zeus had used them to make dough-balls or had needed them to play

  marbles with Poseidon.




  The trouble is we live in a world where everything has an explanation. When even the human DNA, the very stuff we’re made of, has been unravelled, how can there be mysteries any more?

  There used to be a time when we were afraid of nature, but now we believe that we have the upper hand, and it’s only on those rare occasions that disasters happen – tsunamis and

  earthquakes – that we are reminded who is really in command. And we are a metropolitan age. The chances are that you are reading this in a town or a city. Almost certainly you are in a

  comfortable house, behind double glazing, cut off from nature. You no longer have any reason to be afraid.




  This is a pity. I spend a lot of time in Orford, in Suffolk, and one of the reasons I like it so much is that it’s infused with stories. Rendlesham Forest, nearby, is the location of one

  of the most notorious UFO sightings (it happened in December 1980 – check it out on the Net). It’s also the site of a top-secret USA airbase, where some say the stealth bomber was first

  put through its paces. Pirates and smugglers were active all along the coast hundreds of years ago, while a whole village mysteriously disappeared beneath the sea at nearby Dunwich. A mermaid or

  some similar sea creature was once spotted in the River Alde. The atomic bomb that fell on Hiroshima was tested on Orford Ness – just opposite my house – and radar (which began its life

  as a would-be death-ray to knock out German planes) was invented a few miles down the coast. There’s even a story, almost certainly untrue, that the famous bouncing bomb was developed nearby

  and accidentally blew up a pub.




  When I walk in Suffolk, with the huge skies, the wind sweeping in all the way from Russia and the sea a shimmering, metallic grey, I think about these stories and it seems to me that where we

  live and the stories we tell are in some way vital to each other. They are interconnected. They need each other to be fully alive.




  So it’s a shame that very few mysteries have survived to the modern age. Many people still believe in UFOs, while others are happy to chase after the Loch Ness monster or the Abominable

  Snowman. For a brief time crop circles excited us, because we weren’t quite sure how they were created and we’re still looking for places that may or may not have existed – such

  as El Dorado, the lost city of gold, and the ancient civilization of Atlantis. You might say that Jack the Ripper fascinates us, not because he was the first modern serial killer, but because we

  never found out who he was – he wasn’t caught.




  This is the curse of the time we live in. On the one hand, we crave mystery. It’s part of human nature. On the other, we have to face up to cold reality. Almost everything has been

  explained.




  Maybe one day I’ll write a seventh volume of myths and legends, a collection of brandnew stories providing answers to the questions that science hasn’t fully disentangled. Why do we

  yawn? Why do we blush when we tell a fib? How did the first kiss happen? Why do buses always come in threes? How do birds flying south form such wonderful patterns in the sky? What actually happens

  when we go to sleep? If a cow sits down, does it really mean it’s going to rain? Why do we have hair on some parts of our bodies but not on others? (We’re very similar to apes, but in

  this one respect we’re their complete opposite. No scientist – bald or otherwise – has come up with a full explanation.)




  But until then, this is the last collection in the series and I hope you enjoy it. Even reading these stories helps to keep them alive – and that’s got to be worth something in

  itself.




  Anthony Horowitz
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  It had been a long day and the sun was sinking wearily behind the mountains of Orchomenus. But if the sky was the colour of blood, it found a cruel

  reflection in the valleys and fields. For Actaeon had been at work. Actaeon the son of Aristaeus who invented the art of bee-keeping. Actaeon the most famous huntsman in Ancient Greece.




  When the horn of Actaeon was heard echoing through the forests, then the animals would tremble and the birds would rise, crashing through the undergrowth. From first light to last, he and his

  friends would spread their bloody net over the countryside and nothing would escape them; not the meanest fox or the fastest deer. And every night the fire in his banqueting hall would crackle as

  the fat from fresh venison dripped into the flames and the smell of the roasting meat would reach the lonely shepherds on their slopes twenty miles away.
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  Actaeon’s cloak was lined with fur and his palace walls with the heads of his catches. There was not an inch of the place that was not covered with some kind of animal pelt, and even his

  chairs were fashioned from antlers. But it was not for these ornaments nor for the taste of meat that Actaeon delighted to hunt. It was for the love of the hunt itself: the scent, the pursuit, the

  trap, the kill. The autumn time, when the leaves were turning and some of the heat had gone out of the sun, that was his favourite time of year. Then he would invite his friends out with him into

  the fields, urging them forward with all the eagerness of a general rallying his troops for war.
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