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  Death and the Underworld is probably not the most cheerful title for a book, but my third collection of myths and legends taken from around the world focuses on exactly

  that. Here we have Hades (Greece), the giant Owuo (West Africa) and Yama (India) - all gods of death, but as different as the cultures from which they came.




  Let’s talk a bit about death. If you’re reading this book you’re probably about fourteen or fifteen years old – maybe younger – and the idea that your

  life will one day come to an end probably hasn’t occurred to you and, anyway, it’s so far away it doesn’t matter. Unfortunately I’m the other side of fifty, so I think about

  it rather more. What will happen? Will it just be like going to sleep – only a whole lot longer? Or will it be more exciting than that. J. M. Barrie, the author of Peter Pan, called

  death an ‘awfully big adventure’, and who can say he isn’t right?




  When I first began this collection thirty years ago, I was determined to go further than ancient Athens for my source material. As always I have tried to tell these stories as if

  for the first time and have added a few thoughts and descriptions of my own, but I hope I have remained true to the spirit of the originals, which have, after all, lasted hundreds if not thousands

  of years. And I think it’s fascinating to revisit a story like ‘Death and the Boy’, which may not be quite as logical nor make quite as much sense as the much better-known tale of

  ‘Orpheus in the Underworld’ – the hero doesn’t even have a name – but which does somehow tell us how the people of Togoland once saw the universe.




  I was very glad to include the story of Nornagest – his death seems to me to represent a turning point between the ancient and the modern worlds. There was no place any more

  for the old gods. They had to be banished to make way for the new belief of Christianity. King Olaf Tryggvason was a real person, by the way, and although not much is known about him, it seems that

  he was a thoroughly nasty piece of work. He killed one enemy by forcing a snake down their throat and another by piling up a heap of hot coals on their stomach. And all in the name of religion!




  So that’s Death and the Underworld. I hope you enjoy the book and that it’s a long time before you encounter either of them.




  

    Anthony Horowitz
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  West Africa was gripped by the unrelenting hand of famine. Its arid breath whispered over the land, blighting the crops and blistering the livestock. Its shadow fell across the

  villages, stretching ever further in the remorseless sunlight. The water holes shrivelled and dried up. The mud hardened then cracked. Wherever the people went, black flies followed, sucking the

  last drops of moisture from the corners of their eyes and mouths. If famine was the king, the flies were its most loyal knights.
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  It was a cruel time. Every minute of every day became an exhausting struggle to find food, to break into the unyielding earth for water, to save the pathetically withered things that had been

  root vegetables or plants. The people struggled and prayed for rain. They knew they would survive. They had been through it all before.




  But in one village there was a young boy who could work no longer. He had not eaten meat for so long (he thought) that he had forgotten what it tasted like. He was tired of the daily labouring,

  tired of seeing the blank determination that hung on the faces of his friends and relatives. And so one day he left the village, slipping away into the jungle to find his fortune – or at the

  very least, to renew his acquaintance with the flavour of meat.




  For three days he walked without stumbling on so much as a parrot that he might pop into a pot. But on the third day, just as he was about to turn round and go home again, he came across

  something very peculiar. There were forty or fifty black ropes – at least, they looked like ropes – running along the jungle floor. The ropes ran in both directions for as far as he

  could see. Acting on impulse, puzzled as to what they might be, the boy decided to follow them and accordingly turned to the left.




  He walked for more than a mile before the mystery was explained. The ropes weren’t ropes at all. They were hair. And the boy had followed them to the scalp of their owner.




  It was, of course, a giant. He was sitting outside a mud hut (from a distance, the boy had mistaken the hut for a small mountain) fast asleep. The giant was pitch black, the same colour as his

  remarkable hair, and this made the whiteness of his teeth seem all the more brilliant. These were the first things the boy noticed. The second was that despite the famine, the giant looked

  remarkably well fed.




  The boy was just wondering whether he should stay where he was or head for home as fast as his feet would carry him when he became aware of a movement. The giant’s eyes had opened, and he

  was regarding the boy with a sort of tired puzzlement.




  ‘What are you?’ he demanded, yawning.




  ‘Please, sir . . . I’m a boy,’ the boy said. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you up. I was looking for meat.’




  ‘How did you find me?’




  ‘Well, sir . . . I followed your hair.’




  ‘You mean, you’ve been haring through the jungle?’
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  The giant roared with laughter at his own joke, the sound making the ground vibrate. The boy laughed too, although he hadn’t actually thought it was very funny. But then, when somebody one

  hundred times as big as you makes a joke, it’s probably a good idea to laugh.
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  ‘If you want meat,’ the giant said, when he had calmed down, ‘I will give it to you. But you will have to earn it. You will have to stay here and work for me.’




  And so the boy remained, sweeping and chopping wood for the fire. And in return for these simple tasks, the giant was true to his word and fed him with as much steak as he could eat.




  There came a time, however, when the boy became homesick. It had been months since he had seen his parents and his village and so he asked the giant for permission to take a short holiday.




  ‘Of course,’ the giant said. ‘But you must send me someone to take your place while you’re gone.’




  ‘I’ll do that,’ the boy promised and, packing his bag full of meat for the journey, he set off through the jungle.




  His family was delighted to see him when he got back and were astonished to find him looking so plump and healthy. His brother in particular pressed him to say what had happened.




  ‘If you really want to know,’ the boy told him, ‘I can help you. How would you like a job where in return for the lightest of tasks you got more meat than you knew what to do

  with?’




  ‘I’d love it!’ the brother said.




  Then the boy told him about the giant and the hut in the jungle. The brother naturally leaped at the opportunity to take his place and set off at once.
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  ‘By the way,’ he asked, just before he left, ‘what is this giant of yours called?’




  ‘His name is Owuo,’ the boy said.




  Now Owuo is a West African word. And it means ‘death’.




  Six weeks passed; more than enough time to cure the boy’s homesickness. The trouble with home was that there still wasn’t any meat and worse still, his parents expected him to join

  in the household chores, which meant far harder work than he had got used to with Owuo. So one day he packed his bag again and followed the path of hair back to the giant’s hut.
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  He had expected to see his brother there, but to his surprise there was no sign of him. The giant, however, was unperturbed.




  ‘He left a couple of days ago,’he explained. ‘Like you, he got homesick. I’m surprised you didn’t cross paths in the jungle.’
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