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  Myths and Delusions:

  An Introduction


  Mike Allen


  There’s a long, odd story behind the making of this book—and if you’re not the sensible kind who skips straightaway to the poems and stories, then I’m happy to share it.


  Mythic Delirium began with a whim, a fitting start for a project with such a name. At first it was nothing more than a fanciful logo I drew during my undergraduate years, back before the era of cellphones and email.


  Creative college kids make all kinds of plans they never follow through on. Some friends and I batted about an idea for a magazine, thought Mythic Delirium would be a cool name for it. I never seriously thought about becoming a publisher, had not the slightest understanding of what that would entail.


  Skip forward three years to 1995, four-year college and grad school both behind me, the future clear as a mist full of hungry ghosts. A fellow who I believed to be another journeyman writer, standing a rung or two higher than me on the ladder, told me he’d fund an anthology of local writers if I’d edit it. Once I had the book together, I discovered he was a pathological liar who’d never published a thing in his life.


  I went forward with the book, using my own money, a commodity in short supply. And New Dominions: Fantasy Stories by Virginia Writers was, on a handmade, small-press scale, a smash success. There were sales! There was newspaper coverage! There were reviews! There were doors that opened for me in the field of speculative fiction! Not to mention, I had helped bring retired pulp writer Nelson S. Bond back into the limelight. And most all of the writers I published in that odd little book, including Nelson, became friends I still treasure.


  I still knew nothing about publishing. Yet somehow I’d succeeded at it anyway, so there was no turning back.


  Fast-forward three more years. I’d been a part of Event Horizon, one of the earliest webzines—no, not the one helmed by Ellen Datlow, though those folks paid us a moderate sum so they could have exclusive rights to the name. Certain that editing and publishing were going to be part of my bag of tricks from then on, but unsatisfied with less-than-reliable partnerships, I decided to set out on my own. I’d never forgotten that name I brainstormed all those years ago.


  And so I launched Mythic Delirium.


  Money was still scarce, and I had no intention of abandoning my writing ambitions, so I scaled the project to something I thought I could handle. I would publish twice a year. I would only publish poetry, and formal poetry at that. I created the zine’s first cover, crudely assembled using a bootleg photo manipulation program, printed on my inkjet. I could barely afford the ink cartridges, so I printed as many issues as I could in one go, and when the ink ran out (astonishingly quickly!) returned them as defective and got replacements.


  I produced two issues. Only a handful subscribed. Submissions were sparse. Reviewers, temperamentally opposed to the idea of a zine recovering its expenses, said I charged too much for too little content. Warren Lapine of DNA Publications moved to Virginia, and I started reading slush for his hard sci-fi magazine Absolute Magnitude. I decided that would fill out my editing resume nicely, and quietly retired Mythic Delirium to the land of limbo.


  Then, in the pages of The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror, Ellen Datlow included my defunct zine in her list of best magazines of the year. Warren saw that, and asked me to revive it for DNA. I hemmed and hawed at first, but then realized this was a chance I couldn’t let drop.


  So Mythic Delirium relaunched as a sister magazine to Absolute Magnitude, Aboriginal SF, Weird Tales and Science Fiction Chronicle. I lifted the restrictions on form, and the modest pay rates Warren agreed to fund still provided me with a budget beyond anything I could have swung on my own. The presence of writers like Jane Yolen from our third issue forward drew submissions from the likes of Sonya Taaffe (we were the first to publish her poetry) and Theodora Goss (who wrote the first poem in our pages to win a Rhysling Award.)


  I’m certain Mythic Delirium was the only magazine devoted exclusively to poetry in the history of speculative literature to have the backing of a publisher that size. I was able to seek subscriptions through mass mailings, and Warren had my back financially when I approached Ursula K. Le Guin for a special two-issue project.


  And yet.


  There came a time when I could no longer deny that the DNA ship was sinking and I couldn’t stay on board if I wanted Mythic Delirium to live.


  But it wasn’t as hard as it could have been. Even under DNA, Mythic Delirium remained essentially a DIY-zine. Our cover artist, Tim Mullins, printed the covers himself, using better means that I had at my disposal. By this time I worked at a newspaper rather than a department store warehouse, and I could afford to print the rest of the zine myself. Anita and I would collate the pages with the covers and bring them to a copy shop for binding. The results were just professional enough. But still . . . I had to cut the zine’s already meager pay rates to keep it going. I had no idea whether the speculative community would keep supporting Mythic Delirium without the might of DNA behind it.


  As it turned out, the community had our backs.


  Mythic Delirium supported itself for four years after DNA and I parted ways, and just when it looked like it might finally run aground, Neil Gaiman at last followed up on a longstanding request and offered us an original poem, one inspired by his wife-to-be Amanda Palmer, just in time for our 10th anniversary issue in 2009.


  Once again, a windfall brought us to the attention of a whole new audience.


  Fast-forward four more years.


  We weren’t bad to start with, but we’d been getting better and better and better at what we did. Poems like Amal El-Mohtar’s “Song for an Ancient City” and Catherynne M. Valente’s “The Melancholy of Mechagirl” and many others will ensure Mythic Delirium has a lasting legacy. And yet we’re now in an age when the Internet rules, when print destabilizes more each year, and even a tiny zine like ours can’t dodge the winds of change.


  Mythic Delirium had stopped paying for itself. Its reserves were slowly dwindling.


  And at the same time, I was itching for a change. I wanted to join the revolution.


  By this time, I’d experimented with hybrid poetry and prose anthologies (MYTHIC and MYTHIC 2, both 2006) and proven my chops as a fiction editor with the first three Clockwork Phoenix anthologies. And much like I had with Mythic Delirium, I had taken over responsibility for Clockwork Phoenix from a failing publisher and revived it on my own, with help from the speculative fiction community, and from Kickstarter. I asked for $5,000 to put together Clockwork Phoenix 4, and backers stepped up to give Anita and me more than $10,000.


  Kickstarter reverses the standard small-press paradigm. Rather than risking all your own money on a project with limited prospects—however worthwhile it may be from an artistic point of view—the entire project arrives with every cost covered and every copy pre-sold. It’s up to you, the creator, to make sure the expenses match the revenue.


  And well, if you can do it, it’s a godsend. It sure was for us. I’ll be thanking our Kickstarter backers for the rest of my life.


  Not least for this: our final stretch goal for the campaign sought seed money to start a new webzine—and we made it. I was preparing, in a way, to come full circle.


  I decided it was time for Mythic Delirium to transmogrify. To stop being a dinosaur and join the digital age.


  Rose Lemberg, an amazing editor and writer herself, and a fan of the MYTHIC books, suggested the model. The zine would keep its poetry leanings, far heavier than verse-timid genre zines are willing to lift, and introduce fiction to the mix.


  But Anita didn’t want Mythic Delirium to abandon print altogether, and neither did I.


  So we held our second Kickstarter, the one that functioned as a subscription drive, to fund the new Mythic Delirium past its first year. Our supporters came through with flying colors: we asked for $2,500 and raised $3,500.


  Our stretch goal for our second Kickstarter reversed the first: where the first stretched book funding to finance a digital zine, the second stretched the digital zine’s funding to finance a book.


  Fast-forward to the book you are now holding in your hands.


  And at last, a few words about the content.


  First, we didn’t want this to be just a straight repeat of Issues 0.1 through 0.4 of Mythic Delirium Mark II.


  For all the Clockwork Phoenix volumes and for many of the issues of Mythic Delirium Mark I, Anita took the stories and poems and arranged them in orders that connected and highlighted themes, that made them flow as a whole. She’s done that here, providing these works with new contexts and presentations. This is not just an omnibus, but a full-blown anthology. We hope you enjoy the directions the currents veer.


  Second, in imagining what sort of thing we publish, people tend to concentrate on the “Mythic” in our title . . . and forget the “Delirium.” But we give equal emphasis to both. My ideal for the new Mythic Delirium is a publication that makes our notoriously offbeat Clockwork Phoenix seem like a product of the straight and narrow. Perhaps we’re not there yet, but I think you’ll agree that what’s taking shape is strange indeed.


  Third, in addition to Anita, two other key personnel have to be thanked for their vital roles in the magazine’s new life: Francesca Forrest, intrepid copy editor for both the Mark I and Mark II incarnations, and Elizabeth Campbell of Antimatter Press, who actually orchestrated the digital part of our digital transformation.


  Finally, I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out that Mythic Delirium neither begins nor ends with what you’ll find here. To explore our previous incarnation, and to sample the stories and poems we’ve published since these works first appeared, join us at mythicdelirium.com once you’ve finished here.


  If there’s one lesson we’ve learned from all of this, it’s that a good show goes on.


  



  —Roanoke, Va., June 2014


  

  [image: MD_blue_thingie]

  select to return to contents



  This Talk of Poems


  Amal El-Mohtar



  I will tell you this thing,


  as I do


  (this is the game we play together:


  one retracts the half-revealed,


  one coaxes out what’s left concealed). This, then,


  is what I will say to you,


  stumbling over your eyes’ architecture,


  a clumsy grasping after words—


  I called your eyes cathedrals, was sincere,


  and blush to remember how you laughed—


  this, then, is what I will say—


  



  no, I can’t. Not yet! Not now,


  not when the secret curls and stammers


  while you clamour insistence, disbelief—not now,


  but later, perhaps, when you don’t expect


  a sudden surge of metaphor,


  a tidal rush, a rising line of foam and salt


  to soak shock into your ankles.


  



  We’re not there yet. Not yet at the place


  where I can tell you how I think


  of days when you’ll tell some other girl


  about this girl who read you poems


  thinking you enjoyed them, thinking


  you listened to anything more than the sound of her voice,


  the funny lilting of her foreign vowels


  and her foreign cadence,


  mixing syllables and emphases


  while longing for yours.


  



  “She even wrote me a poem,” you’ll say,


  to this other girl, cool and secure


  in her place at the end of your history,


  “and it was a bit shit, but what do I know


  about poetry.”


  



  I won’t tell you this, won’t read you this,


  because how could it ever be the time


  to tell you I write in self-defence,


  to tell you that to write to you


  is to think of you hurting me—


  to imagine you hurting me


  if you haven’t yet—


  



  and to remember that when I said


  those poems I wrote for other people


  those poems I didn’t write for you


  are full of thorns, are healing stings,


  are scabbing over wounds—


  you said,


  you don’t care about me enough


  to write a poem—


  but meant


  you don’t care about me enough


  to let me hurt you.


  



  You’ll say this isn’t fair. How could you know


  that a poem is a grudge


  clutched tight against the liver, bile-steeped,


  nursed to savage potency? How could you know


  that a poem is catharsis,


  is septic in conception, a boil


  lanced in execution?


  



  You never listened, after all,


  to anything but the sound of my voice.


  



  So I’ll cut you this slack. Here is a poem.


  It isn’t pretty, it isn’t built


  of honey and spice, isn’t sweet


  or savoury, isn’t anything


  like what a poem is thought to be.


  I won’t call you Green Man, Diamond Jack,


  Knight of Coins or Pentacles,


  won’t speak of stretching out on graves,


  or how the tracery of your irises


  might have taught architects to dream


  of stained glass.


  



  I certainly won’t tell you I love you.


  



  And maybe once you’ve read it,


  to yourself, in quiet,


  in your own mind’s voice,


  you’ll think twice before asking me


  to write you another.
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  The Wives of Paris


  Marie Brennan



  They offered him a beautiful woman, power over men, victory in war.


  So of course he chose the beautiful woman. He was a young man, after all. Power would come—don’t forget, he was the son of a king—and victory was guaranteed, because all young men are invincible . . . but a woman’s soft thighs are another matter. To a teenager, that is the fruit of Tantalus: only divine intervention can bring it within reach.


  Aphrodite cleared up his acne, taught him how to flirt, and sent him off to Sparta. And the rest is well-known myth.


  * * *


  Never mind Oenone. (No one ever does.) Menelaus, sure, people remember him; how many guys start a war over a simple case of adultery? Nobody remembers the nymph Paris abandoned. Even though she did the Morgan le Fay thing, and sent her son—Paris’ son—to try and betray Troy to the Greeks. Even though she did the Hallgerðr thing, and refused Paris the assistance that might have saved his life. Even though she did the thing done by women in tales the world over, and committed suicide after he was dead.


  Oenone, Οίνώνη, nymph of wine. Maybe she was drunk when she met Paris. She wouldn’t be the first woman to make that mistake, seeing a young man, knowing he’s going to break her heart, and giving it to him anyway. Sure, she had more than just instinct to warn her; she had prophecy. But who ever pays attention to that?


  * * *


  Say Paris was different. Still seventeen years old, still exiled from Troy to herd sheep on Mount Ida, but with more on his mind than just sex. After all, he’s married to a nymph, and we all know what they’re like, the little tarts. He’s already getting enough action.


  A beautiful woman, power over men, victory in war. He’s never seen war, but power sounds nice. More interesting than this hillside, anyway. Especially when Hera dangles the extra incentive of gold, jewels, riches beyond his (rather limited) imagination. Oenone never seems to care that she’s married beneath herself, that he’s a sheepherder and she’s an immortal nymph, but it bugs him.


  So he tells Aphrodite her ass is too fat for his taste, and hands the golden apple to Hera. Hey presto, power.


  It takes a little longer than that, of course. She isn’t a genie, to conjure up a kingdom for Paris out of thin air, and bumping off his dad (not to mention his forty-nine brothers) to make him King of Troy seems rather in poor taste. But marriage, that’s a respectable road to both power and riches.


  Enter Lamia. (Hera can see the future, too. Leave any woman unattended for long enough, and Zeus will try to sleep with her; it seems kinder to make sure Lamia is attended than to get vengeance later by making her eat her own children.) She’s a queen of Libya, and as she hasn’t yet ripped out her own eyes over the kids-for-dinner thing, she’s passably pretty. No Helen, but then again who is, and since Paris has never laid eyes on Helen, it doesn’t much matter. This is a political match anyway, made for the purpose of world domination.


  She’s always wanted to take over Egypt. Not with an army; armies are unsubtle things, and Lamia has a serpent’s subtlety. Instead she and her new husband offer a trade-pact here, a treaty there, a marriage of some Egyptian daughter to a Libyan son. (Paris acknowledges the boy as his own, and that’s enough for political purposes, even though the kid’s skin is black as coal.) Pretty soon various Greek cities are client-states to the North African empire. Their caravans and ships venture from the Pillars of Hercules to the far reaches of the East, bringing back spices and emeralds and letters of friendship from foreign potentates.


  Nobody besieges the gates of Troy. Why should they? It’s a backwater, a forgotten little city, neglected by the great power that now rules half the known world and has alliances with the other half. Paris hasn’t forgotten that his father dumped him on Mount Ida to herd sheep. Old Priam lives long enough to see his kingdom wither, starved for trade, its young people migrating to greener pastures. Twenty-three of Paris’ brothers end up working for the Libyan court, in one minor clerical position or another. Not Hector, of course; it’s beneath a crown prince’s dignity. He puts together a force of warriors instead, intending to attack whatever target presents itself. They never make it out the door: Priam keels over of a very convenient heart attack, so everything stops for the funeral games, and while that’s going on Hector discovers Troy’s in debt up to its eyeballs. Faced with a choice between selling himself in marriage to some foreign princess, and watching what remains of his kingdom be carved up among its neighbors, he falls on his sword.


  Paris never hears about any of this. Lamia sees to it that his flunkies don’t trouble him with such insignificant trifles.


  Oenone’s heart is broken, of course. Paris didn’t abandon her on Mount Ida; he and Lamia agreed from the start that there’s no reason to expect marital fidelity, so long as there are enough acknowledged children to marry off for alliances. But Oenone pines for their days of bucolic peace; at this remove, it’s easy to forget the annoyance and toil that caring for sheep actually requires. She preferred the sheepherder to the king, anyway. She feels like she doesn’t even know Paris anymore.


  She goes to tell him this, and he stares blankly at her, like she’s speaking—well, not Greek. Russian, maybe. Weeping, Oenone asks if he knows her anymore.


  A flunky, ushering the devastated nymph out the door, explains that they don’t trouble the king with such insignificant trifles as her name.


  * * *


  So power corrupts—but we knew that already. And thinking with the downstairs brain never ends well. What’s behind door number three?


  Up the aggression a bit, and you’ve got a Paris who dreams of glory on the battlefield. The daughter of Zeus is more cunning than her sisters, or whatever you call the wife of the guy whose head you sprang out of, and the chick born from the sea foam created by the genitals of a dead ur-god. (No doubt the Germans can build nouns for these things.) She doesn’t dangle breasts or gold. She merely looks at him, and looks at him, until he squirms and reddens and decides he’s got to prove something to the grey-eyed bitch. Victory in war, please, and you other two can shove off.


  Athena makes him earn it—which means he has to learn something other than sheep—which means he needs a teacher. All the fashionable heroes go to Chiron, but she’s bored with the centaur’s style, and decides to try something new. She sends him to Penthesilea.


  The Queen of the Amazons gives Paris plenty of reason to regret his choice. Her followers are less than pleased with having to train a man; they threaten to cut off his balls several times a week. (The threats are that often, not the cutting. Unlike Prometheus’ liver, his balls would not grow back.) And the training itself is boot camp from hell, for a fellow whose most vigorous exercise until now has been sporting with a nymph. But Penthesilea is nothing if not determined, and after a while they both start to enjoy it, the discipline and the shouting matches and eventually the sex, which is nothing like it was with gentle Oenone.


  Hercules. Theseus. Achilles. . . . and Paris. Menelaus wouldn’t be able to kick this kid’s ass, not once Penthesilea is done with him. The Amazons abandon her, muttering in disgust about that prick corrupting their queen, but the two of them hardly care; together Paris and his warrior-wife rampage around the Mediterranean, collecting an army of rabid followers and laying waste every kingdom and city-state you care to name, before returning to Troy in triumph. There Paris “suggests” to his aged father and forty-nine brothers that maybe it’s time for a fresh rump on the throne. They’re smart enough not to argue.


  And when the debts of his rampage come due, nobody breaks a sweat. So what if every kingdom and city-state in the Mediterranean wants a piece of Troy’s hide? Their king’s got Athena on his side. She won’t let him lose.


  Not in war, anyway. But she promised him victory, not wisdom, and nobody planned for Oenone. Nor for the Amazons, who haven’t forgotten that their queen waltzed off with some dick-swinging jerk. Jilted nymph plus psychotic warriors equals a plan that, while not as iconic as a giant wooden horse with Greeks inside, gets the job done.


  One hundred harlots enter the city of Troy. Ninety-nine disperse through the soldiers’ quarters, gritting their teeth into something like a smile. The hundredth makes her way up to the palace, where she pours poisoned wine down the throats of her erstwhile husband and the tramp he ran off with.


  It doesn’t take ten years. It doesn’t even take ten hours. Half the soldiery is dead by morning, and the gates are jammed open; every Trojan with common sense grabs their portable wealth and flees. What’s left descends into chaos and looting, and when the armies finally show up, they burn what little remains.


  * * *


  Stop me if you’ve heard this one before. There’s a kid, and you just know he’s going to be trouble, so you decide to prevent it by offing him. Only you’re too squeamish to actually do the deed, so instead you handle it in a roundabout way—abandoning him on a mountainside, say, where you can be deceived about the attempt’s success.


  It didn’t work for the parents of Oedipus; it didn’t work for the uncle of Romulus and Remus—hell, it didn’t work for Snow White’s step-mother—but why mess with tradition? Off to the mountainside with little baby Paris. As proof of his death, the herdsman presents a dog’s tongue
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