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            RISING NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      When I first heard the name Orpheus, I had never met a mortal in my life.

      My mother spoke seldom of them, and when she did, her words carried scorn more than anything else. Her vision of creation had been influenced by her mother, Demeter, the Olympian goddess of harvest, sacred law and the cycle of life and death, who notoriously saw humans as an extended infestation of parasites tormenting the whole world.

      My father, ever busy and taxed by responsibilities only a king can bear, was more concerned with dead mortals than breathing ones, since the smooth running of the Underworld depended on them.

      It was because of their indifference toward humans that I developed an interest in the world of the living. Children will seek more eagerly the things they cannot get and develop a keen desire for what has been denied by their parents.

      “What are mortals like?” I had once asked my mother while she was weaving. She only weaved when in a good mood. It was the perfect time to ask her that question.

      Her hands stopped pulling the threads. She glanced at me, her brows drawn together. “You see human shades every day. You know what they look like.”

      “I mean breathing mortals. What are they like? The stories I’ve read picture them as not much different from us—”

      “They are nothing like us, Macaria.” My mother’s tone sliced at me like the edge of a spear. “A worm has the same shape as a snake. Would you mistake them for the same thing?”

      “No, I wouldn’t. But—“

      “As princess of the Underworld, you are not supposed to concern yourself with the mortal existence, are not asked to care for the world made of light and life and colors. It is not your place.”

      “I—“

      “You’ll do better by placing your attention on matters more suitable to your station, like statecraft.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      I bowed and left.

      When you are raised by Persephone, you know a dismissal when you hear one.

      It is not your place.

      Those words came back to me every time my mind brushed against the notion of humans.

      I fostered my interest in secret, kept it buried deep within myself, for I knew it would not be received well by my parents.

      I had spent most of my life inside my father’s palace, only occasionally venturing outside his dominion to learn more about the Kingdom of the Underworld I was one day meant to govern, along with my family. I was never allowed to visit the world of the living. That meant there were few ways I could satisfy my thirst for knowledge from inside the palace’s walls.

      The first way was through my father’s library, which contained several stories about mortals. Most of them were filled with hardship and predicaments; they were stories of pain and struggle, of failures and losses. I never found a tale with anything resembling a happy ending.

      My favorite story had always been about the making of humankind by the Titan Prometheus, the Bringer of Fire, who sacrificed himself for the benefit of the human race. I must have read that story a thousand times. It was the only one I knew that gave the promise of something good to come.

      What fascinated me the most with all those tales was the very nature of being a mortal. I found it somehow poetic that their time in the world was limited, that they had to make the best of it. They were at the mercy of the will of the gods, and they failed more times than not. And yet, they kept trying.

      The second way stories came to me was through the chatter of dwellers of the palace—workers and guards and messengers who could get in and out of the palace daily.

      I would spend long hours in the kitchens and in the servant’s wing, getting scraps of information here and there, never asking questions of my own, since I didn’t want to raise suspicions.

      My mother would not have been pleased with my ill-placed curiosity.

      It was while I was walking down one of the innermost gardens of the palace that I heard the name Orpheus spoken for the first time, by two orchardists.

      “He’s no demigod, you fool!” the older of the two snapped. “He’s the son of Oeagrus, king of Thrace, and a mortal wretch with no name of note. He’s a bastard.”

      “That’s not what I’ve heard,” the other answered. “The god Apollo fathered him, with the Muse Calliope. He’s a demigod, I tell you.”

      “He’s not!”

      “Ah! Forget about it. It doesn’t matter who his parents were, does it? What matters is his talent.”

      “Yes, yes. I’ve heard about his talent more times than I can count. It’s nonsense.”

      “It’s real.”

      “Real? Music that can divert rivers? Stop the rain? Turn stones into gold?”

      “I know how it sounds, but it’s the truth. His skill with the lyre is unmatched. When he plays, he doesn’t simply pluck at his instrument; he makes the world a richer place. He coaxes the trees and rocks into dance, he charms birds, fishes and beasts, and he makes the wind itself stop and listen.”

      “Do you hear yourself? Music can’t do that,” the older worker snorted. “No one has that power.”

      “I heard him playing not a week ago. I was in Thrace, fetching a batch of iron chains for the Erinyes. I saw those stones moving with my own eyes.”

      “You’re a gullible simpleton, and I don’t believe a word you say.”

      I stood there, hidden behind a bush, listening enthralled as the two orchardists bickered.

      I found that story amusing, since music was one of those far-fetched concepts with which I was unfamiliar. My father’s halls were stern, silent. Music had never breached them.

      In the following days, I heard more stories about Orpheus the musician, and I searched actively for more.

      Human lives are short. They are mere flickers of light in the existence of a god. To catch our attention, their deeds need to be remarkable.

      Orpheus’ life was one of those.

      I learned he’d won every musical contest in Greece and Anatolia, Crete and Sicily. I heard he’d charmed hundreds of courts, ended wars with the power of his music, and made kings weep. I heard stories of how his songs cured people with grave illnesses, made the old young again and the young wise for the first time.

      I heard of his travels, of his adventures, of the way women of every age and station worshipped him, how everyone wanted to be his friend or lover.

      And then I heard of the day he fell in love with a beautiful girl called Eurydice, a dancer with a kind heart and an easy laugh; how he settled with her and sang the best songs for her alone.

      They made a home for themselves in a small town near a lake, and they lived there in peace.

      A warm feeling settled into my heart.

      It was the first time I had heard a human story with a happy ending.
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      There is a saying among the gods of the Underworld: Hades is where the world is run. Olympus is where it is ruined.

      It is a simple way of describing the delicate relations between the shiny halls of Olympus and the dark pits of Hades. The two sides of creation are independent and yet interconnected, in a way few gods understand. One cannot exist without the other.

      Each world has its own rules and laws. Zeus could no more overturn a decision taken by Hades in his dominion than the king of the Underworld could handle lightning without burning himself.

      This creates a precarious balance that leaves a lot of room for rivalries.

      I knew none of that in my youth. I knew that my palace was my world and that my mind was made to wander in distant places I was not meant to visit. I knew that the sky of the Underworld was ever black and that the ferryman Charon only accepted silver coins to carry souls from one side of the river Styx to the other.

      My education had been strict and narrow, handled by a small group of tutors my mother appointed after careful evaluation.

      I took that order of things for granted. I was still a child to both my parents and to the dwellers of the palace, and I didn’t think that situation would change anytime soon.

      The day my mother called me to her chamber, I’d no idea why I had
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