
The Caged Bird Does Not Sing


    
    Eula found the drunkard that frequented the Angel’s Share quite entertaining. He was a talented musician with a pleasant voice and a broad knowledge of folklore.

Plus, he always bought her drinks.

“Trying to ingratiate yourself with the Lawrences again?” she said, as he asked the bartender to put her ale on his tab. “Your efforts will be remembered when the time comes.”

“Oh, how so?” He swirled his own drink around in his cup, smiling innocently. “I’m not one for material desires, you know. With perhaps one exception…”

“I sure do wonder,” Rosaria said, rolling her eyes.

Unlike most of Mondstadt’s idiotic citizen body, these two were actually witty enough to recognize her deadpan sarcasm. That made things more tolerable — fun, even. Especially when that adopted Ragnvindr swung by too.

“But if you must know,” he continued, “I buy you these drinks because I owe you.”

Eula raised an eyebrow. “Do you, now?”

“You see, I caused a bit of trouble for your family back in the day.”

“They probably deserved it,” Rosaria said, before glancing towards the other woman. “No offense, dear.”

“None taken.”

“They did, in fact, deserve it.” He took a sip of his drink. “But you? Not so much.”

“Come to think of it,” Eula said, as the bartender placed her ale down in front of her, “I’ve never seen you actually pay your tab. Are you just letting it build up?”

“You’ve never seen me pay it because I don’t,” he said smugly. “Actually, I send the invoice to a colleague of mine, and he covers it.”

“Oh?” Rosaria tapped the metallic points of her gauntlets against the table. “Do you belong to a troupe of bards or something?”

“Ah, I wish.” He shook his head. “But I’m actually talking about my side job.”

“And what exactly is your side job?” Eula asked.

“It’s a bit complicated.” He smiled sheepishly. “Although I suppose moreso for my colleagues than myself.”

“How secretive…” Rosaria grinned as if in approval. “Tell us about your colleagues then, at least.”

“Oh, where to start?” He laughed. “They’re from all over Teyvat. And for the most part, they’re all miserable old people.”

“You must be the youngest, then?” Eula asked.

“I’m not, actually. The youngest of us is from Sumeru.” He rubbed his chin. “I haven’t had the opportunity to meet her yet, in fact.”

“Maybe you should,” Rosaria said, “before she becomes miserable like the rest of you.”

At this, his smile faltered.

“I… huh. You have a point there, Sister. Although…”

“Yes?” she asked.

He cast his eyes downward, an uncharacteristically gloomy expression on his face.

“Ironically enough, she’s probably the most miserable of all of us…”


“What’s that?” Ganyu asked, pointing to the slip of paper in Rex Lapis’s hand.

He sighed. “It’s an invoice for… some bar in Mondstadt.”

They were having lunch in Wangsheng Funeral Parlor. The director was currently preoccupied scaring local children in the city, and thus they had the room to themselves.

“How are you going to pay for that?” she asked. “Doesn’t Hu Tao charge you your entire salary as rent?”

“Actually, she’s only been charging me about ninety-nine percent lately.” He furrowed his eyebrows. “But I’m not sure whether it’s generosity or a clerical error on her part.”

“I’ll pray for you, Zhongli.”

He blinked.

“What happened to ‘Rex Lapis’?”

“Didn’t you hear?” She took a bite of her rice. “He tragically died during the last Rite of Descension.”

“You’re still holding that against me?” He frowned. “I feel like I’ve apologized quite a few times by now…”

“Oh, how stupid of me,” she said dryly. “If you think the matter is settled then surely—“

“Very well,” he said quickly, waving his hands in the air. “I will give you time.”

“Great.” She put on her best, fakest smile. “I have nothing if not time, after all.”

Rex Lapis coughed. “Anyhow, how are the Qixing doing?”

“Well enough.” She shrugged. “We’re restoring trade routes with Inazuma now that the Sakoku Decree is lifted, though you’re probably already aware of that.”

“Mhm.”

“And let’s see… oh, we’re debating whether or not to sponsor a portion of the costs for the Sabzeruz Festival in Sumeru.”

“A show of goodwill to help get our foot in the door for future trade?”

“Precisely.” She propped her elbows up onto the table. “The issue is that the Akademiya would probably look at us unfavorably for that.”

“Ah, yes.” He frowned. “They’re still refusing to acknowledge that girl as her mother’s successor, aren’t they?”

“Indeed. They still have little love for her, from what I can gather.”

“Hm.” A thoughtful look crossed his face, and then he met her eyes. “What would you do?“

“About sponsoring the festival?“

“Yes. If the decision was yours, what would you do?”

“Well, even if it drew a bit of ire from the sages, I think the positive influence it would have on our relationship with the merchant class more than makes up for it.” She hesitated. “And, besides…”

“Besides?”

“She deserves it.” Ganyu rubbed her shoulders, looking askance. “I remember when I was her age, growing up alone on the mountains. I’m not blaming you, to be clear, but…”

Her voice trailed off, and then she shook her head.

“I just think that every young girl should be able to celebrate their birthday,” she said softly. “Archon or otherwise.”


“Morax sent me… what?” Ei asked, tilting her head in confusion.

“You heard it right the first time,” Miko said. “An invoice for a bar tab in Mondstadt.”

They were having tea in the halls of Tenshukaku. Ei wanted to try her hand at making something for the both of them to enjoy, and as it turns out, tea was just about the only thing she could manage without running the risk of creating something detrimental to one’s physical well-being.

Miko was touched, regardless.

“After so long, that’s how he chooses to reach out to me?” She frowned. “A little strange, I’d say.”

“Anegimi tells me that’s just how he is nowadays.” Miko sipped her tea. She could tell that it was made with love, perhaps even at the expense of a few other crucial ingredients. “To make things stranger, the letter he sent implies that the tab belongs to a certain wind sprite.”

“Barbatos?” Ei pinched the bridge of her nose. “Naturally…”

“Maybe it’s some kind of gag?” Miko put a finger to her cheek. “Ah, maybe we’re supposed to forward it to the next archon.”

“I don’t imagine any of the rest are the type for practical jokes…”

“Perhaps. Although maybe Kusanali would find it amusing.”

Ei took a sip of her tea. “Who?”

“The dendro archon,” Miko said.

She blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Did you hit your head on the way here?” Miko asked, raising an eyebrow. “The dendro archon. Goddess of Sumeru.”

“I’m quite sure,” she said slowly, “that the dendro archon lost her life in the same tragedy that took my sister.”

“I’m not talking about Rukkhadevata. I’m talking about—“

And then it struck Miko like a bolt of lightning.

Ei had been locked away in the Plane of Euthymia for centuries. And the timing matched up perfectly. Thus it was entirely possible that…

“Did you not know,” Miko said softly, “that she has a daughter?”

Ei froze with her cup halfway to her mouth.

“…Pardon?”

“Rukkhadevata is gone, yes. But she left behind a child.”

“A… child?”

“Well, she’s of an age with me, actually.” She chuckled. “Although I hear she’s quite a bit smaller, so perhaps ‘child’ is more…”

She trailed off, seeing the faraway look in her archon’s eyes.

“Ei, are you alright?”

“Who raised her in her mother’s stead?” she asked. “Does she lead Sumeru well?”

“I don’t think she does at all, actually.” Miko kept her tone sober, sensing the mood. “I think the sages look after her, though I’m not sure what her upbringing was like.”

Ei nodded, a look of concern on her face. “Arrange for a delegation at the earliest convenience. I want to meet her.”

“Huh?” Miko faltered. “You just learned of her existence, isn’t it a bit too early?”

“I had always thought that I lost the most in the cataclysm that took Makoto,” she whispered. “We had all suffered, but the pain of losing family is a sharper one entirely.”

“Ei…”

“But I was foolish to think I was the only one. Losing her mother in that hell… I wouldn’t have sealed myself away if I had known. You ask if this is too early? No, if anything…”

She let out a deep breath.

“…I’m five hundred years too late.”


A young girl sits on the bough of a great tree, beneath the falling light of the moon. She comes out to stare at it every night, in the cold quiet of the dark.

Every nation in the world has tales relating to the moon. Sometimes it is portrayed as a king, reigning from on high while surrounded by an entourage of stars. Other times it is a goddess, guiding heroes through the dangers of the night with its soft luminescence.

It is the subject of poetry, as well as more paintings than any one person could count.

Beautiful. Lovely. Wise. Enchanting.

These are all words that people use to describe the moon.

But she does not understand why.

When she sits on the branches of this tree and gazes upon the moon, she does not see the brilliance or grandeur that everyone else describes.

What she sees… is pitiful.

Did you know? The moon is bright not because it has a light of its own, but because its surface reflects the light of the sun.

And though they appear the same size in the sky, the moon is smaller by several orders of magnitude.

A small, pitiful thing trying to imitate the brightness of something far greater than itself. Of something that was beautiful in all the ways that it could never be.

Yes, that is what she saw.

That was the truth she knew.
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