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Foreword by Natalie Haynes
 
Wherever you are in the world, you are never far from a monster. How could you be, when they are everywhere from the mountains in the north to the caves of the south, the forests in the east, and the watery depths that surround us all? Don’t be alarmed, though: not all of these monsters are planning to eat you, or drown you, or turn you to stone. Some are just minding their own business, lurking quietly in a labyrinth or on an island, hoping you won’t visit because they’re a little shy. 
We live in a world filled with monsters because wherever there are people there are stories. And stories – the earliest stories – are about things that really matter. They’re how we make sense of the world. Why does spring come every year? Because Persephone returns to her mother and brings an end to winter. How do we protect ourselves from zombie invasion? Make sure you’re paying attention on the day they rise from the ground (phones are distracting, so don’t spend too long looking at one unless you don’t mind being eaten). Before you learn how to swim, don’t you want to know if there is a sea monster down there, or Sirens who will sing you to your doom? If you catch sight of an owl one day, you need to know if she is a Welsh goddess made into a bird, or if she is the little owl that belongs to Athene. Or perhaps she is only an owl. 
Every culture has its own traditions, its own stories. So there are different monsters all over the place – scaly dragons and furry yetis, winged horses and one-eyed giants. A fierce wolf roars across Norse mythology, kelpies – mythic horses that come from the sea – gallop through Scotland. A snow spirit chills your bones in Japan, and a sphinx waits for you in Greece with a puzzle she wants you to solve. 
And where there are monsters, there are heroes and heroines who encounter them, and gods and goddesses who help their favourites to overcome them. If they need to, that is: not all monsters are bad, and not all heroes are good, as you will soon realize (though I bet you’d worked that out already). 
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And gods are even more unpredictable than monsters. Sometimes they decide to protect us – to guide and advise us just when we need some help. But sometimes they are angry and cruel, they turn the waves against us, or the winds, or the heat of the sun on our delicate waxed wings. Icarus doesn’t crash into the sea because a monstrous bird attacks him. It’s the extraordinary heat of the ordinary sun that brings him down to earth. 
A person who has thought about monsters has thought about the world as it is, and as it could be. If you want to make friends with someone, there are worse ways to start than by asking what their favourite monster is, and telling them yours. What makes a monster? Is Pegasus a monster because he has wings, is a centaur a monster because it has a human head, is a unicorn a monster? 
As Benjamin Zephaniah says, we are all heroes if we do our little bit. And with so many heroes in the world, it’s no wonder we need a huge cast of gods and monsters to populate our adventures. This book will introduce you to some new ones and show you a different side to some familiar ones. There are poems by writers you know, and some brand-new ones you might never have read before. Some of the poems will make you laugh and some might surprise you. But – like every hero who encounters a monster – you’ll learn something new. 
 
Natalie Haynes﻿
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The First Rays of the Sun:  Beginnings



Storytellers have always looked back to the beginning, spinning tales of how the sun first rose on a newborn world.





	
			

			


Faith
 
In the beginning
Faith was a tree
Before the buildings there were verdant yews
And enchanters’ rowans
The people sought comfort in the gnarled arms of wych elms
And the broad spread of ancient oaks
The summer whisper of beeches
﻿was our song of joy
In lands where the sun works hardest
Grew the sacred fig and olive
the baobab and the cypress
Beneath these green canopies
The people gathered
And found sanctuary
And hope for the future
Before they worshipped in front of brick and gold
There was branch and leaf
And roots that ran to the very soul of the earth
In the beginning
Faith was a tree
 
Dawn McLachlan






	
			

			


The Serpent and the Turtle
﻿or: A Very Balinese Beginning﻿
 
Now, if you lie an ear to the earth
you’ll hear it had many beginnings:
beginnings that began with birds or bridges or ice or eggs
or you name it﻿, someone will tell you a story that starts with it.
 
So, here is one such beginning to the world
and it is told to us from the small, green island of Bali
and it is certainly a good’un.
Or, as a Balinese person might say: eyyyyy, bechik-bechik.
 
At this beginning of the world
there was not too much of anything
(as is often the case).
There was only a flat, single nothing which was all at once the
longest-shortest-clearest-cloudiest-sweetest-sourest-nothingest
nothing that ever there was.
Or rather, wasn’t.
 
And in the middle of this nothing
there lived a snakey, serpenty slitherer called Antaboga.
(You can rhyme Antaboga with Rant! A frog jar!
but I suggest you don’t.)
Antaboga the serpent had a slipping, sliding rainbow belly
and he was as long as a story with no end
but twice as lonely.
 







	
			

			


One morning, Antaboga decided it was about time
there was less nothing
and more something.
 
So this is what he did:
Antaboga closed his cool, black eyes
and fell into a long, low snooze
that bid his blood to doze in his veins,
while deep inside his green and serpenty brains
he began to dream of a
 
t    u    r    t    l    e
 
a turtle so huge, so high, so mind-janglingly enormous
that even the tiniest tooth
at the back of the turtle’s great green mouth
was twenty-two times taller
than the mightiest mountain you could imagine.
 
And just like that, the turtle appeared,
for this is how things were done in those days.
 
The turtle’s name was Bedwang,
(which is said just as you want to say it)
and Bedwang (correct!) also agreed it was about time
there was less nothing
and more something.
 
Better yet, Bedwang the turtle had an idea.
 






	
			

			


He reali﻿zed his huge green shell
was the perfect place to put
islands and oceans and songs and gongs and people and pineapples,
by which Bedwang meant
 
e    v    e    r    y    t    h    i    n    g
 
and no sooner had Bedwang the turtle begun to imagine
islands and oceans and songs and gongs and people and pineapples
balanced on his shell,
th﻿en just like that, they appeared,
for this is how things were done in those days.
 
There was, however, a problem.
 







	
			

			


When everything had settled on Bedwang’s back,
Bedwang found he had a fidget in his front left foot
and try as he might not to fidget,
fidget he did,
and the instant he twitched
so the world above him twitched
and the ocean bellowed and the ground trembled
and Bedwang saw that he’d better be careful,
for no one wants bellows or trembles like those.
But as everybody knows,
a fidget can be tricky to refuse.
 
And so it came to pass
that Antaboga the serpent and Bedwang the turtle
had made the world and given it a home,
and while Bedwang slept and twitched and twitched and slept
(which meant the world on his back
slept and twitched and twitched and slept),
still Antaboga and his rainbow belly drifted on beyond the skies,
as long as a story with no end
but now twice as cheerful.
 
And that, dear reader,
is how this particular beginning
began.
 
Kate Wakeling
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