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    Gestionnaire Thibault can feel his pulse in his palms. It is not everyday that a Gestionnaire such as himself is required to report directly to the Chief Justice of Fontaine, himself. In fact, most Gestionnaires do not every report directly to the Chief Justice. That’s the job of managers and department heads and special project managers. 

It is a job for people with much higher salaries than Thibault.

But Thibault had given his report in as level a voice as he could with the least amount of shaking as possible to his own supervisor, who had him then repeat it to their department manager. Their department manager then took it up to their director who in turn went to go discuss it with the rest of the Gestionnaire’s higher ups in the large open office right in front of the Chief Justice’s office chambers.

And then, pale faced with stern jaws, all of those higher ups gestured at Thibault to go into the Chief Justice’s office.

And now here’s Thibault with his supervisor, manager, and department head behind him repeating everything he told them to the Iudex of Fontaine.

The former Acting Grand Sage of Sumeru has gone missing in Fontaine. There’s no sign of him anywhere.

Monsieur Neuvillette listens to all of this very calmly.

“The former Acting Grand Sage, current Grand Scribe Al-Haitham of Sumeru’s Akademiya, was not here on official business,” he says. “Is this a matter of such concern?”

Thibault shifts his weight nervously. “The hotel he was staying at says that he has not returned for two weeks. And he had made several appointments with various institutes—private and public—to look at rare research materials. It was an…unofficial tour of Fontaine, monsieur. We were hoping to leave a positive impression.”

He might not have been here for anything official, but of course they were keeping tabs on such an important figure. You can’t just have a former world leader go missing on your soil. 

Especially when said former world leader is someone with such high connections to an institution that Fontaine’s own Research Institute has been leaning somewhat heavily on during their period of recovery from having their main laboratories…exploded.

Doubly so when said former world leader comes from your neighboring nation who’s lent a not inconsiderable amount of aide and relief in the reconstruction and recovery efforts after the great flood. Sumeru has sent boats upon boats, fleets, of food and lumber, to Fontaine as well as offers of support for the displaced. 

Somehow Thibault doesn’t think letting Sumeru know they lost their former leader and well-known participant in the overthrowing of the corrupt government would go over well.

Except…

“Have you written to the Akademiya?”

That’s just the thing, Thibault despairs. He did write to the Akademiya. He wrote to them about a week after the Grand Scribe was noticed missing. Key word being noticed. No one’s exactly sure how long he’s been missing.

They weren’t keeping that close of a watch on him, which might have been where things started to go wrong. This is something for them to reflect upon later.

So Thibault wrote a letter. After all, the Grand Scribe’s stay in Fontaine was not indefinite. He had a set return date.

And thus Thibault explains to Monsieur Neuvillette that yes, he wrote a letter. 

But first he went to the ambassador’s offices and tried to talk to the Sumeru ambassador, who refused to see him without prior appointment. This, Thibault expected. What he did not expect was that upon mentioning it was a urgent matter relating to Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, to be nearly tossed out of the office head-first.

So Thibault wrote a letter addressed to the Akademiya directly, specifically the Administrator of the Mahamata who normally handles such letters about personnel and movement of resources. And he also wrote one to the Inquisitor of the Akademiya who normally handles issues with the Akademiya’s scholars and personnel outside of the country.

Then when he got no response despite it being tagged urgent and sent with their fastest courier bird, Thibault then sent another letter to the Corps of Thirty and the Haravatat Sage.

And then, when nothing came from that, Thibault dared to even write directly to the General Mahamatra Cyno, himself, and Lord Kusanali, Archon of Sumeru. These are letters that normally are well above Thibault’s station to address, and he did receive a thorough scolding for it. But considering the situation, further reprimand will have to wait.

“And did you receive any response?” Monsieur Neuvillette asks.

“Yes…and no, monsieur.”

Thibault, from all of those letters and attempts at contact, received just one letter back just this morning. It comes from the office of the Akademiya’s Mahamata, dated from a few days ago, and says simply that the Grand Scribe is not on any official tours as directed from the state and therefore this is not their problem.

It’s a remarkable lack of response considering that one of the Akademiya’s most influential figures has gone missing without a trace.

Thibault hands the letter over to the Chief Justice to review. 

Clearly the Chief Justice finds it strange as well as he reads over the brief message once, gets to the bottom and visibly looks back up to the top. He even turns the paper over to confirm that there’s nothing on the back.

“Odd,” he concedes. “But based on the rumors I have heard of the previous Acting Grand Sage, it is possible that he was not very well liked. And if one considers the amount of political upheaval and the forceful pivot in Sumeru’s policies and traditions, it is very likely that he made a great amount of enemies in the institution prior to his return to his original duties. A lukewarm response may not be entirely unexpected.” And then Monsieur Neuvillette admits, “It is a shame, however. In the short time Grand Scribe Al-Haitham was in office, in the few correspondences that we had, I gained an impression of an incredible competency from him. Perhaps because it was from such a great distance, but I had enjoyed briefly working with him.”

Then the Chief Justice reaches over to pull a blank sheet of paper and declares, “I shall write to Lord Kusanali myself. If there is not already someone on the case, have someone from the Maison Gardiennage open one. Considering the persons involved it would not be remiss of us to exercise an overabundance of caution, and if there is foul play involved the amount of time already passed will only hinder any investigation.”

-

The Maison Gardiennage is set to tracing the former Acting Grand Sage’s last known whereabouts and potential plots that might have been aimed at him while he was abroad and theoretically easier to get at. The Marechaussee Phantom is alerted to be on standby for the case to be placed in their care.

Meanwhile, the Chief Justice informs Thibault that he has received a response from Lord Kusanali in which she expresses gratitude for their concern over the Grand Scribe, but also reassures him that it is not unusual for scholars to go off the grid for several weeks at a time. It is no different with the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham. In fact, it’s practically expected of him and the Court of Fontaine shouldn’t—in her direct words—fuss.

However, Lord Kusanali concedes, to assuage the worries of the Court of Fontaine, as surely they have other things to worry about in this period of recovery and restructuring, she has sent her dependable right hand to set about getting to work.

The General Mahamatra Cyno of Sumeru himself is coming to track down the wayward scholar.

Thibault doesn’t know if he’s relieved by finally getting an answer or further perplexed and consternated by the tone of the answer. Are they not being taken seriously at all here?

Although, sending the General Mahamatra himself is an appropriate response. It’s just incredibly delayed.

Don’t the scholars of Sumeru know that the longer a trail is cold the harder it is to pick up? Then again…it is the General Mahamatra…

Relief does not last long for Thibault. It never does.

As the one who first brought this case to the attention of the Court and to the Akademiya, Thibault has been reassigned from his normal duties to work as the liaison between the General Mahamatra and the Maison Gardiennage—and if this should prove to beyond the capability of the capable Maison Gardiennage, the Marechaussee Phantom.

Thibault senses that he’s going to be very sick and in need of some serious time off in his near-to-immediate future.

Sadly, his preemptive time-off request is denied thoroughly all the way up the chain, straight to the Chief Justice himself who suggests paying a visit to Nurse Sigewinne of the Fortress of Meropide if it’s anything truly serious. There is no one more skilled in Fontaine than she is. She’d have him at peak conditions in time for the General Mahamatra to arrive.

Thibault could be the healthiest creature in the entirety of Teyvat and he’d still feel sick to his stomach and clammy, too, as though he had influenza, when he finds himself face to face with the General Mahamatra.

The man is more than all rumors says. Thibault doesn’t know how people in Sumeru can even consider committing misdemeanors when he’s the face and epitome of the law and justice. 

Then again, people do all sorts of wrongs knowing they have to face Chief Justice Neuvillette and even, potentially, Champion Clorinde.

In the present, right here at the docks, Thibault knows hasn’t done anything wrong and he still finds himself feeling as though he might faint upon getting into line of sight with the man as he steps off the ship. 

It’s just the General Mahamatra and no one else, but the General Mahamatra alone is said to be the same as an entire battalion of extremely skilled soldiers from the Special Task Force of the Maison Gardiennage or the Marechaussee Phantom.

Said man, though, appears rather relaxed. 

In fact, he pushes back the ominous dark hood he’s wearing to take a look around, squinting a little at the bright reflections of morning sunlight on the various metal fixtures and embellishments around the port. His eyes linger on a few of the mech guards with the curiosity Thibault is used to seeing from Sumeru’s scholars when they come over here for the first time. It’s so similar that Thibault almost opens his mouth to warn the man about attempting to disassemble one of the mech guards.

Thibault doesn’t know what stops him from doing that to the General Mahamatra of Sumeru other than maybe self-preservation kicking in and kicking his mouth shut.

“Gestionnaire Thibault,” the General Mahamatra says, shouldering his travel bag as he walks over to stand before Thibault. It is not a question.

Thibault doesn’t dare to question how the General Mahamatra knew him on sight. 

It’s not a Sumeru scholars being particularly smart or clever thing. Probably. Thibault has talked to some of those scholars and found them rather. Well. This can be true of most scholars, regardless of nation, but sometimes some researchers and scholars have more imagination than practical sense.

Maybe all the important people of all the countries know everything about everyone. The Chief Justice seems to know everyone, everywhere. And the General Mahamatra is well known for his weaponized efficiency.

And Thibault did write to the man a rather strongly worded letter. Although Thibault doesn’t think that should make him very recognizable physically. Visually. 

“Greetings, General Mahamatra. Welcome to Fontaine, I apologize for it having to be under such…unfortunate circumstances.” 

Does Thibault bow? Salute? Is the position of General Mahamatra the same as that of a captain in the Special Task Force? A leader in the Marechaussee Phantom? He doesn’t know. What’s the…general culture for these things like in Sumeru? Thibault doesn’t even know the exact in’s and out’s of how it’s supposed to be in Fontaine and he works here.

Thankfully, Thibault is spared having to wonder about the intricacies of foreign government rankings by the General Mahamatra gesturing for Thibault to lead them away from the port towards the aquabus station.

Thibault normally would ask about the trip or milder things like that. If this were any other situation, of course. He would make recommendations about places to stay and things to see. He would ask about how things are like in Sumeru and if the General Mahamatra had anything he wanted to see specifically. 

Instead Thibault finds himself in the unenviable situation of having to attempt looking the General Mahamatra in the eye and telling him that the former Acting Grand Sage has gone missing on Fontaine’s soil and that he should probably prepare for the worst.

Thankfully, the General Mahamatra spares Thibault from trying to figure out what level of small-talk is appropriate by cutting to the quick of it immediately.

“Tell me of these unusual circumstances. Your letter was effusive in expressing urgency, but offered little in way of evidence to lend credence to your thesis,” the General Mahamatra says.

A man’s not been seen in several days with no sign of him to be found by even the Maison Gardeinnage, Thibault thinks. What other evidence do you need? Isn’t it your job to be able to pick out the trails of scholars who’ve found themselves in a bad way?

Thankfully Thibault does not say these things.

Instead Thibault explains about how as a part of professional courtesy towards their neighbors, the Court of Fontaine—while recognizing that the Grand Scribe’s visit is of a personal nature rather than professional—had been keeping something of an eye on the man’s whereabouts while he was within their country’s borders. 

It was not particularly hard as he had also made appointments with various persons of renown within the Institute as well as a few other known groups as part of his itinerary. 

Also, someone of the Grand Scribe’s general…not-Fontainian-ness does tend to stand out, even more so than most other visitors from Sumeru.

There, the General Mahamatra nodded in understanding, gesturing for Thibault to continue, neither offended by the Court of Fontaine keeping an unusual eye on a visiting scholar nor particularly flattered by attention given to his fellow countryman and government official.

Thibault then proceeds to outline the general timeline they believe for the Grand Scribe to have gone missing, which is almost a month ago by now, with no sign of him anywhere to be found. It’s like he just upped and vanished into thin air—evaporated like morning mist.

One moment they have witnesses mentioning him walking around the Court of Fontaine and headed towards the aquabus station. There’s even a shop vendor that has a receipt for him to come and pick up an order that he obviously never picked up. The next moment he’s gone and it’s almost been a month now.

There are questions and concerns, Thibault informs the General trying to emphasize this as politely as possible while also trying to get through how important this is.

Grand Scribes and former world leaders can’t just disappear in Fontaine. Especially not when the country they’re from has been an indescribable help in times of need. It’s just not right.

That tends to be the issue when it comes to dealing with the Grand Scribe, the General Mahamatra agrees with a profoundly confusing lackadaisicalness that has Thibault’s stomach sinking. There should be more care put into this.

Now, if the Grand Scribe were someone of Thibault’s rank he would understand it not being treated too seriously. But he’s a former world leader. His name is on official documents of state. He is actively being written about in history books.

If someone like Champion Duelist Clorinde or Duke Wriothesley went missing abroad, it is most  entirely certain that those here in Fontaine would be rising like a tide to scour the nations for them. Sure, Grand Scribe Al-Haitham’s station isn’t that high—probably—but still.

Shouldn’t it be the same for the former Acting Grand Sage?

Then—giving Thibault a much needed second wind and a boost in confidence—the General asks if they have an open case if he can see whatever details they’ve gathered thus far. And, if possible, if he can speak to those who last spoke or saw the Grand Scribe, and if he can get access to the hotel room the Grand Scribe was staying at.

At last! A sign that this is being taken seriously! Thibault could weep!

Thibault eagerly spends the rest of the day showing the General Mahamatra around the Court of Fontaine. 

They go to the Maison Gardiennage’s office and get the open case file. The General Mahamatra speaks with the officers in charge. They are unable to provide much in detail and most of what they do share are things Thibault had already briefed the general on.

The General Mahamatra assures the officers that their lack of progress is not something that will be held against them now or in the future. As they leave the officers shoot Thibault very doubtful glances, certainly sharing Thibault’s own concerns but unwilling to say them out loud.

After that, they go to speak to a few of the witnesses who claim to have seen the Grand Scribe prior to the man disappearing without a trace. And after having been spoken to about the man not just once by the Maison Gardiennage’s officers, but now by a stern looking foreign man accompanied by a Gestionnaire, said witnesses start to get nervous.

The General Mahamatra assures each of them that they are not in trouble, that there is no trouble to be had, and that if there was he would take care of it.

Thibault, on the side, assures the witnesses that it’s trouble that the Court of Fontaine has in hand and that should they remember any further details to forward that information to the Maison Gardiennage’s nearest office. 

After that is done, Thibault shows the General Mahamatra to where he’ll be staying in the ambassadorial suites, where he’s immediately greeted much more politely and all around nicely by the Sumeru diplomats stationed there than Thibault was.

The next day, Thibault takes the General Mahamatra to speak with the Chief Justice. Thibault waits outside the office, thankfully. Being in the same room as the two intimidating men while discussing a former world leader’s disappearance is too much tress for Thibault to conceive of. He’s already this far into it, no further, thank you. 

The meeting takes all five minutes and the General Mahamatra offers no comment as he leaves. This is not very comforting, although not much in this situation is.

“I’ll be conducting my investigations alone today,” the general informs Thibault. “Tomorrow meet me at the Grand Scribe’s hotel.”

“Do you—do you have any leads?” Thibault asks. “Any ideas, general?”

“Many,” the man answers cryptically in the way that scholars seem to like to answer when they aren’t going into extremely in-depth and dizzying jargon-filled explanations that have nothing to do with the original question. 

He seems very calm. Very at ease. This is, Thibault supposes, his job after all. Stuff like this must be second nature to him. It feels somewhat reassuring.

Thibault once heard a rumor that the man single-handedly caught several hundred criminals in three days. 

Now, there is most certainly some amount of exaggeration there. But all exaggeration comes from some small sliver of truth, and for the sliver of truth to balloon into something so impressive the original sliver must have also been quite something.

In any case, the man says nothing further and leaves in the direction of the Adventurer’s Guild, leaving Thibault in more mystery than when this all started.

The next day Thibault meets the General Mahamatra at the hotel, where the man speaks with several members of the hotel staff as well as the regulars who hang out in the hotel’s front cafe. He speaks with some of the street buskers in the area as well, who do take some convincing to speak to someone so intimidating and clearly on the side of the law.

The General Mahamatra pokes around the hotel room, looking through the various items left behind as they were by the Grand Scribe prior to his disappearance. 

To Thibault’s inexperienced eye, it looks…all rather mundane. 

There’s an empty suitcase by the door. The Grand Scribe’s clothes are in the drawers or hanging in the wardrobe. There’s some parcels stacked neatly on top of the bureau. At the small letter table by the window is a notebook that the General Mahamatra flips through quickly, as well as some other bits of paper that the man glances at but leaves as is.

All of the Grand Scribe’s toiletries are in the connected washroom, by the looks of things.

The General Mahamatra even checks the in-suite safe, cracking the code to it easily because it had not been set with any code upon the Grand Scribe entering. It’s empty. Unused.

The entire time the General Mahamatra maintains a poker-face that could put professional gamblers to shame, betraying neither triumph nor concern in the face of a growing mystery. In fact, the man looks incredibly bored.

Thibault would never accuse someone of the General Mahamatra’s standing for being half-hearted in his work. Nor would he say that it’s fair to judge the quality of someone’s work by how they look while carrying out the task. But. Well. Well.

When finished the General Mahamatra leaves the room and then goes into the room next door. 

It’s empty. Then the General Mahamatra goes to the room on the other side of the Grand Scribe’s room, and even the one across from it. And when all of that is done, he goes to the floor above and below, checking the rooms that would be directly above and directly below the Grand Scribe’s.

Let it never be said that the General Mahamatra isn’t thorough, Thibault supposes, slightly out of breath as he follows the General Mahamatra to a different floor and into a different room. Although he’s not quite sure what trail the General Mahamatra is following to be bringing them all around the hotel like this. Perhaps Thibault should have asked for some officers to come with them.

“On the first night here,” the General Mahamatra says breaking the silence that’s extended since the beginning of the day when they began investigating the hotel rooms, “I spoke with the members of Sumeru’s embassy. They had been aware that our Grand Scribe was here in Fontaine, but had not made any contact with him, nor he they. This is to be expected. There have been no noteworthy movements of any persons of interest who may have come at a cross-paths to Al-Haitham. Of the criminals who have recently been released on parole or otherwise who may hold a grudge, none of them are in Fontaine and can all be accounted for.”

Thibault does not dare ask how the General Mahamatra can say that with such certainty. But this is certainly the amount of work, attention to detail, and seriousness Thibault expected to happen immediately when he first reported the issue.

Here’s Sumeru’s infamous matra at work!

“Yesterday I tracked down and spoke with several Driyosh, as well as non-Akademiya related Sumerians living in Fontaine. They are also aware of the Grand Scribe’s current presence in the Court of Fontaine, although most did not cross paths with him.” The General Mahamatra dips his head towards Thibault, explaining, “It is natural and expected to keep some form of mindfulness or awareness towards Al-Haitham’s comings and goings considering his track record. It’s common practice among people who’ve spent any time in Sumeru.”

Thibault has a feeling that what he thinks that means—the importance of keeping track of an important figure in government—is not what the General Mahamatra and the rest of these people from Sumeru mean.

“The Scribe’s travel itinerary—as this is a private trip unrelated to any matters of state—was not well known,” the General continues. “If someone were attempting to target him, it would have been incredibly difficult to do so with so little time to plan. Even among those close to him, his travel plans were left vague. He originally planned on going to Inazuma before he had a last minute change of mind, which he declined to explain.”

The General Mahamatra pauses in front of a hotel room door that looks like all the others in the hall. He knocks. Waits. And then pulls out a key to open it.

“You also did not mention that he was in the company of the Traveler and Paimon.” Here, the General’s voice takes on a note of reproach. “That changes the parameters of the situation.”

“I wasn’t sure who I was supposed to report that to,” Thibault admits. Reporting just the one prominent figure gone missing was one thing—and at least Thibault knew which country to look towards.

Was Thibault supposed to report the Traveler missing to every country?

Besides that, the Traveler is…well. The Traveler. They seem to disappear and reappear everywhere in Teyvat. One moment they’re in the Court of Fontaine helping to shoot a new film, the next they’re in Liyue sampling tea from the terraces, and the next they’re in Inazuma for a hot-spring soak.

“Is that a bad thing?”

The General Mahamatra opens the door and leads them into what must be the Traveler and Paimon’s hotel room, based on the sheer amount of snack foods and souvenirs piled up, along with some very recognizable spare clothes thrown over the back of a chair.

“That’s a subjective question. Personally, I find it more troublesome than bad. But that’s because I have a clear conscience and the ability to mind my own business.”

Thibault doesn’t know what that’s supposed to mean. Is that supposed to mean something? Is that a dig at Thibault?

Thibault doesn’t ask. He has a feeling that he won’t appreciate or understand the answer.

No wonder so many people flunk out of the Akademiya.

-

The next day sees them on the quaint island village of Petrichor talking to several residents who seem…a little off. But they do recognize the descriptions given by the General Mahamatra for the Grand Scribe, the Traveler, and Paimon and provide a slightly more up-to-date report of when the three were last seen.

Things seem to be going well, until the General Mahamatra and Thibault follow the last traces of the three to a ruin towards the back of an island, what looks to be some sort of structural collapse, and a smear of blood on some of the stonework. Old blood, but blood in general seems like it should be out of place somewhere like this.

The General Mahamatra looks at the slight smear of blood and then looks up at Thibault, as if reading Thibault’s mind, and says, “That could be anyone’s.”

“Shouldn’t we…have it tested?” They don’t have samples of the Grand Scribe’s blood here in Fontaine to test against, but surely there’s some in Sumeru.

The General Mahamatra’s gaze is all encompassing and makes Thibault feel like he’s about three centimeters tall and paper-thin.

Then the man blinks and does another sweep of the area leaving Thibault to recover.

The both of them linger at the edge of the remaining stonework, looking down into what looks like a straight drop into the ocean’s depths. The General Mahamatra makes a noncommittal noise of vague interest, ignoring the blood stain at the edge of the masonry.

Thibault can’t bring himself to do the same.

The man does two more sweeps, poking at this and that piece of rubble, even using a little bit of electro elemental energy. Although for what, Thibault can’t be sure.

And then the General Mahamatra says, “It’s fine.”

Thibault looks from the General Mahamatra to the giant hole in the ground going into the depths of the ocean and the smear of blood at their feet.

“It could be anyone’s,” the General Mahamatra repeats firmly. And then he turns to start walking away, back towards the village.

Thibault hurries after him. This seems very uncharacteristic of someone with the General Mahamatra’s reputation. Was the Grand Scribe so disliked? Thibault had heard that he and the General Mahamatra sometimes clashed with each other when the man was the Acting Grand Sage, but surely it wasn’t so bad. They’re referred to as the Archon of Sumeru’s left and right hands!

This brush-off somehow feels more worrisome and worse than when Thibault’s letters were ignored.

“You’re displeased with my judgement,” the general says as Thibault rushes after him. But the man doesn’t turn around or slow. “But there is no evidence to suggest my judgement is unsound, nor to lend credence to your anxiety over the issue that is a non-issue.”

“Three people are missing! There’s blood! A recently collapsed ruin! It’s been weeks.”

“The three people in question are the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya, the Traveler, and Paimon. The latter two are known for disappearing and reappearing, usually with some incredibly unusual explanation, and mostly no worse for wear. And the first of those three also has a reputation for coming and going as he pleases. This is not unusual behavior for any of them.”

“The blood!”

“As I said, it could be anyone’s. It’s somewhat recent, but that could be an animal, it could be a local. It is also not a significant amount of blood to indicate any larger injury.”

“The ruin is recently collapsed! There’s a giant hole into the sea!”

“Fontaine was recently swallowed by the sea. Structural damage is to be expected, especially in older buildings with very little upkeep. The residents here don’t seem particularly bothered by this. Additionally, it does not seem like something those who reside closer to the Court of Fontaine would pay any mind to, either. You, yourself, despite being a native born citizen of Fontaine who’s lived in the Court of Fontaine all your life, don’t seem very familiar with this island or the people living here. With what context would you assume that this structure’s collapse is due to foul play, or some other villainous or untoward nature?”

Thibault sputters.

“And do you expect me, someone from Sumeru, to go investigating in Fontaine’s ocean. Which is known by all in Teyvat to behave incredibly differently than the rest of the waters in the world under normal conditions, and you would insist on spontaneous investigation under these new—unfamiliar even to native those native to Fontaine—ones? That is unwise. The first rule of an investigation is to not exacerbate the situation by adding your own problems into the mix.”

“It’s been weeks since any of the three were last seen, even accounting for what the locals here recall. And they did not leave any evidence of a prolonged journey based on how they left their hotel rooms.”

The General Mahamatra finally turns to look Thibault in the eye. Thibault almost runs right into him.

“You are not a very experienced traveler of any sort,” he determines. 

“Huh?”

“For persons like Al-Haitham, like the Traveler and Paimon, like myself, and like several Driyosh or higher ranking field-work scholars of Sumeru’s Akademiya, a planned excursion going beyond the original boundaries of expected time, distance, and resources is not something unusual. We are currently well within expected parameters for those three in particular.”

Thibault wonders what the General Mahamatra means, “person’s like”. Is the Grand Scribe really someone you should be lumping in with the Traveler and Paimon? With the General Mahamatra?

Isn’t he just an office worker like Thibault, if higher paid and much more well known? Well. Considering how strange the scholars of the Akademiya are, maybe he would have a little more of a penchant for trouble.

The General Mahamatra gives Thibault a very peculiar look.

“What is it, exactly, Gestionnaire Thibault, you hoped for Sumeru to do when you wrote to us of the situation? What is it that you wanted? We’ve investigated. We’ve reviewed witness statements, tracked movements, and even come to the last known location of the supposedly missing person.”

Abruptly, Thibault finds himself feeling as though he were in an interrogation room despite the singing birds, the sound of waves, and the fresh breeze they carry all around him.

“Respectfully, General Mahamatra…considering everything here. I think…” Thibault swallows nervously, resisting the urge to fidget. “With things as they are, with no further sign or investigation into the three of them, it may be a situation in which—well. It might be rather pessimistic of me and uncomfortable to hear but—it never hurts to prepare for the worst case scenario…And—“

“You think he’s dead,” the General Mahamatra rescues Thibault from having to say it himself.

Except—

“Are you…Monsieur, are you laughing?” Thibault gapes.

“Al-Haitham doesn’t die,” The General Mahamatra informs Thibault somewhat patronizingly. 

There’s a slight smile touching the corners of his mouth. His eyes are crinkled at the corners, nose slightly scrunched up like he’s really trying to hold in a raucous round of belly-clutching laughter. It makes him look very approachable. The General Mahamatra’s eyes catch the late morning light, sparkling like bits of amber, abruptly returning them to standing on the slopes of a sleepy little village. 

Except Thibault feels like he’s somehow in an alternate reality in which very serious topics like missing persons and potentially dead missing persons are treated very cavalierly. 

“Much to several people’s disappointment and frustration.” This part is not meant for Thibault to pay mind to, as it is said under the General Mahamatra’s breath while the man shakes his head like he’s getting over a good, uproarious laugh.

Before Thibault can rally to say something—anything—to that, the General Mahamatra gives Thibault a weirdly pitying look, reaching out to put a hand on Thibault’s shoulder. Thibault thinks it’s meant to be comforting.

“Based on current evidence—no body, no signs of any struggle or fight, and no trace of foul play or malicious intent—I will request for your Maison Gardeinnage to close the case. With my authority as the General Mahamatra of Sumeru’s Akademiya I will file formal documentation with both of our governments stating that should this somehow evolve into a larger issue, Sumeru’s Akademiya will not hold Fontaine responsible for lack of action at this juncture. Should something change this case may be re-opened as a joint investigation between our countries. However, at the present, there is no evidence informing of any greater issue that would require further action or investigation as far as Sumeru is concerned. I will report this to Lord Kusanali myself. You do not need to be so anxious, Gestionnaire Thibault. Although on behalf of Sumeru’s government I will say that we do appreciate such…earnest attention.”

The General Mahamatra is not very good at being comforting.

“You’re going to report to the Archon of Sumeru that the disappearance of the former Acting Grand Sage, current Grand Scribe, the Traveler—known figure of great importance to multiple governments—and their companion Paimon are missing, potentially in need of rescue or dead, and that it isn’t a problem?”

“Yes. Although the need for rescue is highly unlikely and them being dead not likely at all.”

Thibault’s mouth opens before his brain can act.

“General, if possible, perhaps it’s best if I come with you to explain Fontaine’s stance on the problem at hand as well as the steps we took to address the issue at hand. Just to make sure that all of us are understanding things correctly.”

The General Mahamatra looks very unimpressed. And slightly annoyed.

On one hand, Thibault understands entirely. No one likes it when a problem is escalated past you, against your will, to your boss. No one appreciates having their expert opinion and their authority undermined. But Thibault thinks the situation warrants going above the General Mahamatra to the Lord of Sumeru, herself.

A man might be dead! A man will probably be dead by the time anyone mobilizes to do anything!

For a moment, Thibault thinks that the General Mahamatra will protest.

But the General Mahamatra Cyno says, very politely: “As you like, Gestionnaire.”

He says this in a tone that reminds Thibault of when he would ask his mother her opinion on something. And she would give it, and it would be completely opposite his own. But she would then add the caveat of “you should do what you think is best, dear”. But somehow that made it feel like he didn’t think anything at all and whatever thoughts he had were far from the best, despite how confident he was at the start, before asking her anything.

Thibault’s earlier statement still stands with an additional amendment: The General Mahamatra (much like Thibault’s mother) is not very good at being comforting or reassuring.

This is going to be a very long journey.

-

After another—very brief, too brief even—closed doors meetings between Chief Justice Neuvillette and the General Mahamatra, and then a slightly less brief—but still too short—meeting between the General Mahamatra, Sumeru’s embassy, and Thibault, and a very long, appropriately detailed and thorough meeting between Thibault and his supervisors, Thibault is cleared for travel to Sumeru.

He is also given additional tasks along the way that are more or less errands. Although Thibault, of course, would never dare to say that to anyone.

Being given a letter penned by the Iudex of Fontaine to deliver to the Lord of Sumeru is not something that can be considered an errand, in the same way that the entire current situation cannot be brushed off as a mere inconvenience for all persons involved.

He’s also given a few token gifts to pass along to various members of Fontaine’s own ambassadors and various people of interest currently stationed in Sumeru, a shopping list of things to attempt to acquire and bring back—ideally faster than a mail order catalog company can—, and a spontaneous refresher course on Sumeru culture. This refresher course does nothing for Thibault other than to remind him of how comfortable he is in the Court of Fontaine even when he’s in the middle of handling an international crisis.

(The Chief Justice, upon passing Thibault the rather hefty letter and a few carefully wrapped parcels that bear the signature stickers of the melusines, admits that there’s no real pressure in the delivery of said letter and gifts. It’s merely a personal token of appreciation and thanks from one leader of a nation to another, one neighbor to another.

“I would have sent it by courier myself,” the Chief Justice says as he hands the packages off to Thibault, “but if we have someone already going, then it may save a bird some effort. Do not trouble yourself to wait for a reply. I am not expecting one, and in all honesty I would rather not receive one. We are in Sumeru’s debt enough as it is.”)

Thibault sets off with the General Mahamatra towards Sumeru City, seat of the Archon of Wisdom, where ideally Thibault and the rest of the Court of Fontaine are taken a touch more seriously.

It feels as though they are going at a very brisk pace from the very start, but considering the General Mahamatra’s speed Thibault is sure they’re going very slowly. Some part of this train of thought must miraculously show in Thibault’s body language, or perhaps the General Mahamatra is used to those he accompanies wondering about this, because the man admits that out of consideration for Thibault’s…inexperience with travels of this sort, in environments of this kind, he’s taking them take a more relaxed route.

On one hand, Thibault is very thankful for this show of consideration. Thibault had never thought he would travel far beyond the Court of Fontaine, let alone leave the entire country. And if he were to leave the country he didn’t think he’d be going to Sumeru by way of cutting through one of the harshest environments in Teyvat.

Most people who go to Sumeru are wise enough to plan ahead to take the longer boat trip north instead of directly to the east, and enter through Bayda Harbour.

Only the most skilled merchants, adroit of adventurers, and well-seasoned travelers, or people with extremely urgent business take the route that goes through the infamous Great Red Sands, with its sandstorms and ominous clouds that are visible all the way from across the waters along the Belleau region.

Thibault never thought he’d be any of those people. If he ever planned a trip to Sumeru he thought he’d actually be planning it, not packing up to go literally twenty-four hours beforehand.

In the company of the right hand of Sumeru’s Archon, herself!

At least Thibault could ask for no better travel companion than the General Mahamatra, himself. There are no safer, more experienced, professional hands to be in, surely.

On the other hand—

Again! A man—three people, really, but two of them are the Traveler and Paimon and the standard for addressing emergencies involving them are incomprehensible at best—is missing! He might be dead!

This man is—was—an important political figure!

Have a care!

Sure Thibault is gasping and choking on the air, barely able to keep his eyes open from the heat and the sting of his sweat and the incredibly dry air that’s making literal waves of heat rise from the sand, but he can deal with it! He passed the civil service exam! This is nothing compared to that torture. 

Thibault can endure. He must endure. He will endure.

“There’s a shelter over there we can spend the rest of the day in,” the General Mahamatra gestures into the distance. “There’s water and it’s a commonly used rest area. We can wait out the worst of the heat and resume travel after the sun falls. This stretch is safer traveling at night—there are fewer shelters and the landscape is flatter.”

Thibault will cry.

The relief of entering the shelter, which is some sort of ruin half-carved into a mountain that seems to appear out of nowhere, hits Thibault like a cool breeze. Quite literally.

Some hidden mechanism causes the stone door to light up and slide open with a low rumble when the General Mahamatra raises a hand to touch it. Cool air immediately feels like a balm against Thibault’s face. The air is slightly damper, which compared to the arid desert feels almost like actual humidity.

Inside the shelter Thibault can hear the sounds of other people.

The General Mahamatra tips his head and then calls out, “Dehya, working or causing trouble?”

There’s a pause and then laughter, a woman’s voice calls back, “Does it matter if it’s not for you either way? What’s it to you, General Mahamatra?”

Thibault follows the General Mahamatra into the shelter towards the sound of running water and people. They go down a short but wide staircase to enter a large room with fountains, lights, and several tents set up. People are in the process of cooking, washing clothes, and the like.

A tall woman with muscles that look like they’re carved out of the same mountain they’re in waves at them with eyes bluer than the merciless desert sky above them, stands from where she was seated to wave at them. Her eyebrow raise when she spots Thibault following after the General Mahamatra.

“Now that’s not your usual type of prey,” she says lightly, gesturing for them to come sit with her. “What’s the business?”

“This is Gestionnaire Thibault of the Court of Fontaine,” the General Mahamatra says, shrugging off his cloak and setting it aside as he sits next to the woman on several thick and comfortable rugs that have been spread out over the stone floor. Thibault wearily sits with them, taking a cup of water that the woman holds out to him. The General Mahamatra then holds a hand out to the woman, turning to Thibault to introduce her. “Gestionnaire Thibault, this is Dehya, the Flame-Mane of the Blazing Beasts.” 

The name is somewhat familiar. She was also involved in Sumeru’s recent political kerfuffle, if Thibault is remembering things correctly.

Dehya and the General Mahamatra turn towards each other and start talking very quickly in a dialect that Thibault doesn’t think anyone would ever expect someone like him to know. Dehya gestures at Thibault a few times and the General Mahamatra just shakes his head before returning to the common tongue and dialect of Teyvat.

“The Gestionnaire is coming with me of his own will in order to report with me regarding my latest…investigation. He is to have an audience with Lord Kusanali herself regarding the matter. He is not a criminal or a person of particular political interest.”

Dehya gestures. “Sure fine. But don’t leave me in suspense. Cut the theatrics and spit it out. What’s the job that you need a member of Fontaine’s Court to report with you?”

The General Mahamatra, looking inappropriately aggrieved considering the situation, says flatly, “I was sent to investigate if Al-Haitham is dead or not.”

The Flame-Mane mercenary rolls her eyes, “Alright, fine. Cute cover-story. It’s some top-secret project of the Archon or whatever, you could just say so. You know I won’t care. And since it’s you, I figure I’ll find out eventually when whatever it is you’re working on bears fruit. But look, no offense, if you were doing some sort of top-secret joint investigation with Fontaine, wouldn’t they send you back with someone a little more…” Dehya pauses, looking at Thibault. “A little less…” her eyes move over him a few more times as she struggles to find the world.

“Ordinary?” Thibault suggests.

“Yeah,” Dehya says, looking a little relieved by Thibault’s intervention. “Sorry, but yeah. No offense. But you look like a regular nine-to-five kind of guy. Not the I work on top-secret projects of national importance kind of guy.”

Technically Thibault is a nine-to-five guy. The overtime isn’t technically mandatory, but it is necessary to get work done. But Thibault appreciates the description. He would love to someday be the type of person who clocks out exactly on time.

And she is most certainly correct on that latter assessment.

“There is no top-secret project of national importance. Gestionnaire Thibault is coming with me because he feels the need to report the investigation findings in his own words.” The General Mahamatra says this next part very flatly, “As apparently I am not treating the situation with the gravity the Court of Fontaine feels it deserves, and they want to ensure that the importance of the situation is clearly conveyed to the degree they feel necessary.”

The Flame-Mane’s eyebrows raise up her forehead as she lets out a low whistle. “Alright. Now that’s. That sure is something. And what is the situation?”

“Al-Haitham possibly being dead.”

The mercenary wrinkles her nose. “Alright, you’re sticking with the joke then. Even after saying all the rest of that? Just say you can’t tell me. Really.”

The General Mahamatra replies, a note of exasperation entering his voice, “Despite the sentence itself being a joke, am I delivering it in a manner that suggests that I’m joking?”

The Flame-Mane opens her mouth to answer that. Then she stops. Then squints at him. 

The General Mahamatra gestures to his own face. And then to Thibault.

“Do you think I would go this far to make this kind of joke to run over and tell it to you in the middle of the Girdle of the Sands?” The General Mahamatra pulls some papers out of his travel bag and passes them to Dehya. “The original missives sent to Lord Kusanali and myself, by Gestionnaire Thibault, himself.”

The Flame-Mane quickly reads through them, expression shuttered and as intimidatingly unimpressed as the General Mahmatra’s. Around them, the room has gone quiet as everyone watches the General Mahamatra and Flame-Mane.

She passes the notes back. The General Mahamatra disappears them back into his back.

The mercenary makes a very pointed show of meeting Thibault’s gaze, looking him over once again, and then looking at his travel bag.

“Alright. So. Where’s the body? No body, no death.”

“No body,” the general confirms blandly. “No death.”

“He’s missing. And possibly dead. The likelihood of his death rising with every passing moment,” Thibault hurries to explain. “There’s been no move to try and recover a body. Given the span of time passed since the initial disappearance, as well as the circumstances under which he disappeared, it’s possible that the worst has come to pass. Sumeru should be prepared for the worst news.”

In the background, Thibault hears the other mercenaries start to whisper to each other. The sound of their whispering ripples and echoes through the room in waves.

“I think the Fontainian said that the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham is dead.”

“Dead? You mean he finally got sick of working at the Akademiya and quit? Faked his death to get out of the job?”

“Good for him, then! But I heard the pay was good. That seems like a waste.”

“Seems extreme. The Grand Scribe is strange, but not that extreme. I don’t think.”

“Akademiya scholars are all extreme. Besides. Don’t you remember how hard it was for him to get out of the Acting Grand Sage post? Maybe death really is the only way to go for scholars.”

“That’s true…especially with the ones with brains. That’s probably it. Loads of scholars have faked their deaths to get out of stuff at the Akademiya. We’ve even helped to look for some of them.”

“No, I think the Fontanian means actually dead.”

“What kind of dead? Roadkill dead? As in he looks dead but if you poke him very hard he might get back up again? Or like he got hit really hard and hasn’t woken up yet?”

“Not actually dead, right? Not literally dead? Maybe he did something over in Fontaine and they really didn’t like it. Maybe it’s just he’s figuratively dead or something. The people in Fontaine talk as weird as some of the stuffiest scholars. You have to run their speech through a translator.”

“Are you sure you heard right? He’s got an accent. Maybe he meant something else.”

“I don’t think he’s right. I don’t think there’s anything on Fontanian soil that could kill the Grand Scribe. Even wenuts think twice, and wenuts don’t usually even think once.”

“There’s probably some kind of misunderstanding going on.”

“Did they really send you all the way over there for this?” Dehya asks the General Mahamatra with a truly unwarranted amount of disbelief and something verging on disdain in her voice. “Why? Al-Haitham doesn’t die. You’ve surely got other cases to work on. Real cases.”

“I said as much. I was not believed.”

“What, so they think you’re a liar?” Dehya turns to Thibault. Her voice doesn’t raise in volume, but something about her voice, her words, her very presence seems bigger as she continues. “You think our General Mahamatra is a liar?”

This is going so far off of from what Thibault expected. Not that he was expecting anything. But if he were to have expectations, being misunderstood into being accused of thinking the General Mahamatra of Sumeru a liar is not one Thibault ever would have conceived of.

These past few weeks are entire scenarios Thibault would never have the imagination to even glimpse at.

“No!” Thibault protests, keenly aware of all the eyes now focused firmly on him. “I do not! I did not say or imply that!”

“Then why do you feel the need to insist on reporting Al-Haitham dead yourself? Cyno must have told you several times over by now that can’t be the case.” Dehya runs a hand through her hair, exasperated. “It looks like you’re going through a lot of trouble just to cause trouble, and again you don’t seem the sort. What’s really going on here?”

“You are all very confident that it is not possible for the Grand Scribe to die. Are all the people of Sumeru such optimists?”

A few people start laughing.

(“Who needs optimism? It’s just fact!”

“Call a tiger striped, a leopard spotted! It is what it is!”)

Dehya waves a hand, dismissive, and rolls her eyes, causing some of the laughter and jeering to quiet down. 

“Al-Haitham is like a cat,” she says. “Every time you think a cat is dead, they’re not and you end up looking very stupid for even thinking in that direction. They do all sorts of stupid shit that gives everyone watching them heart attacks. And then they pop right back up, right as rain, and annoyed at the people who just watched them pull off something stupid for daring to be alarmed. Now tell me, why are you so insistent on—one, Al-Haitham being dead, and two, bringing up the chain of command to Lord Kusanali to address?”

“He’s the former Acting Grand Sage! Surely that should garner some form of…” 

Thibault waves a hand, not sure how to express what he thought would be a sentiment that did not need any form of actual verbal communication to get across. 

Shouldn’t it be only natural that you treat those who carry some form of authority, and played specific roles in historic events, some sort of…respect? Gravity? Solemnity?

But apparently that kind of thing means nothing here in Sumeru.

“Yeah, so?” Dehya asks, proving that point perfectly. “What of it? What’s that got to do with anything? According to these papers Al-Haitham’s only been missing for a few weeks. Why kick up a fuss over a few weeks of him being unseen and unheard? I say that’s a good thing. Keep that streak going for a few more weeks, even. It’s better for everyone’s health that way. Trust.” Dehya relaxes, some tension in the room easing along with her shoulders as she laughs. “You people from Fontaine are way too uptight. Relax, would you? Look at you, giving yourselves work where there’s no work to be had. And bringing our overworked General Mahamatra into it, too! You could just say you wanted a vacation. And I’m sure all of us would be grateful for the General Mahamatra to finally take some time off.” This part is said with a pointed look at the General Mahamatra who just raises his eyes towards the ceiling.

Thibault sputters. “We found blood at the last known location the Grand Scribe was traced to!”

At this, the Flame-Mane pauses. Still keeping her eyes on the General Mahamatra, she points at Thibault. She looks like she’s finally considering his words. She would be the first person from Sumeru to do so. “That true?”

The General Mahamatra nods.

“It was Al-Haitham’s?”

“Possibly.”

“And was it a significant amount of blood to cause this kind of fuss?”

The general shakes his head. “Not at all.”

“And there’s definitely no body.”

(“He’s a missing person case. The problem is there is no body,” Thibault says. “We would need to send someone to retrieve the body.” Thibault’s solid and good point is ignored.)

“Any sign of a fight?”

“There was a hole.”

“A hole?”

“A hole that collapsed into the sea.” Thibault cannot stress this enough.

Dehya gestures at Thibault while looking dead-on at the General Mahamatra.

The general just nods in confirmation. “There was a hole into the sea. Next to the collapsed floor of a very old building. With no signs of a fight. And an insignificant amount of blood that might not have been Al-Haitham’s. Also, the Traveler and Paimon were near certainly present at the time, and would have also gone into the same hole with the scribe.”

At this, the rest of the room seems to lose all interest entirely in what’s going on. People start going back to whatever they were doing, and a few mercenaries even lie down to return to napping or just resting their eyes. 

Dehya sits back, leaning onto one arm as she raises the other hand to pinch the bridge of her nose. “Lead with that next time. All this fuss over nothing…Al-Haitham with the Traveler and Paimon with a weird water hole.”

“It’s a hole into the sea! Next to blood and a collapsed building!” Thibault argues. 

“And?” Dehya gestures for Thibault to go on, looking and sounding somewhat patronizing as she does so. “You got anything else?”

Thibault gapes. Do you need anything else? Apparently yes, based on how everyone from Sumeru is reacting. Or not-reacting.

“Look,” Dehya says, voice softening as she reaches out to clap Thibault on the shoulder in a move that is possibly meant to be comforting. 

Much like when the General Mahamatra attempted to be comforting a few days ago, Thibault does not feel comforted. It is entirely possible that the people of Sumeru don’t know how to do comfort.

Half of their country is a giant death-trap of sand, stone, and blistering heat. He shouldn’t be so surprised at that.

Dehya pauses, glancing at the General Mahamatra who makes an open-handed gesture as if to give her the go-ahead.

“Look,” she repeats, fingers digging into the meat of Thibault’s shoulder almost painfully. She loosens her grip when he grimaces, instead giving him an awkward pat. “Look, we’re not trying to give you a tough time here, okay? But you’re really insisting on making a fuss over nothing. Al-Haitham probably went to investigate your weird hole filled with water. We don’t have a lot of those over here. Our holes are usually filled with sand. Or spiders. The guy hates sand. And no one likes walking face-first into a spiderweb. And like I said, the man’s like a cat. Give it a few more weeks and he’ll turn up with something weird that he found in your ocean-hole. And then we’ll all go ‘Alright, interesting find. Now go put it back where you you found it.’ And then he’ll go, ‘I don’t want to’. And then we’ll be having real problems for you to fuss over.”

As the Flame-Mane speaks the mercenaries and the General Mahamatra around her nod agreeably. A few of them even shake their heads and laugh in a ‘Well, what can you do?’ sort of way.

“Ah, what a freak,” Dehya chuckles half to herself with a fond shake of her head of her own. “Love that guy though. I could ask for a better friend, but I don’t usually.” She gives Thibault another few awkward pats on the back. “Hey look, if you’re gonna insist on this then who am I to stop you, yeah? You do what you think is right. That’s honorable and respectable in its own way, too. You’re a good guy. Probably. Stupid and masochistic, but I’m not here to shame.” 

She sits moves back, shaking her head still. As she sits back she looks at Cyno and says, “Let me know how this goes when it’s all over. You know that when Al-Haitham finds out about it—and he will—he’ll tease you forever about it. Ok, from him it won’t be teasing. But whatever you’d call it, I’ll be right there along with him.”

Dehya laughs under her breath, “Dead. Ha! Now there’s a laugh.” She then sits straight and makes a gesture to the side. Several mercenaries start moving to grab water and what looks like food. “Enough of that nonsense. Tell me what’s it like in Fontaine aside from holes with water and stuff. How’s the recovery going from that freak storm? We’d done a lot of supply escorts from Sumeru City and Port Ormos to the Romaritime Harbor but it’s slowed down a little. That good news or should we be expecting another unfortunate bump in business?”

-

Traveling at night is not something Thibault is used to. The desert gets horrifically cold. Thibault had heard about the change in temperature, but he didn’t really have a proper think on it until he was traveling in the middle of it.

The General Mahamatra and Thibault arrive at Aaru Village around three days later in the early morning hours as the village is starting to rouse from slumber.

The General Mahamatra waves and nods at a few people, mostly guards. One of them gestures towards one of the higher points in the village and the general nods in thanks. As they walk a few people call out, speaking in a language or dialect Thibault doesn’t know. They pause, the general exchanging a few coins with a woman carrying a basket at the hip and she hands the general some slightly steaming rounds of bread. 

Thibault takes his gladly but is a little too out of breath from all the going up and down, up and down, to start eating it. Who knew that the desert had so many hills and cliffs, slopes and ridges, to navigate? Thibault didn’t. He thought it was rather like the ocean but sand. A sand ocean. A flat, although resistant surface to traverse in a simple line.

They reach one of the buildings near the top of the village as the sun is starting to settle in the sky. 

There, sitting on some rugs by wooden benches and tables overlooking the cliffs surrounding Aaru Village are a pair of women who are making their way through their own breakfast and talking while gesturing at some papers spread out on the rugs between breakfast dishes.

“As-salamu alaikum,” the General Mahamatra calls out, voice not shattering the silence but somehow floating above it.

The pair of women look up. Across the clear morning, a golden eye pierces Thibault like a spear. Already dizzy and out of breath, legs exhausted and burning from travel, Thibault nearly trips and falls flat on his face. 

“Wa alaikum assalaam,” the women reply, beckoning the general and Thibault closer as they start moving things around on the carpet to make space.

“Although,” the woman with the piercing golden eye says with warmth that matches the slow rise of the sun, “seeing you here without prior warning is not a sign for peace, our General Mahamatra. What is the trouble?”

The General Mahamatra shrugs his cloak off, giving it a few shakes to rid the excess sand, before passing it off to the second woman who takes it and lays it over a wooden bench.

“You speak as though you don’t know, Candace. Setaria, Candace, this is Gestionnaire Thibault of the Court of Fontaine. Gestionnaire, this is Candace, the Guardian of Aaru Village. And this is Setaria, the Akademiya liaison to Aaru Village.”

“I take it then, based on the company you’ve brought back with you, that the job you spoke to me of when you came this way last did not go as well as you thought?” Candace asks.

The General Mahamatra gives Candace the same flat look he gave Dehya a few days before. “It is as you see it, Candace.”

“For those of us who were not present,” Setaria says, handing Thibault a cool rag and gesturing for him to clean his hands off with it, “what was the job?”

And here, the General Mahamatra sighs and explains exactly the same thing that he explained to Dehya Flame-Mane and the Blazing Beasts in the exact same professional, monotone, even cadence. The two women listen attentively, although their expressions are just as incredulous and disbelieving as the mercenaries’ were. Although they do not interrupt or start whispering to themselves or start laughing, at least.

“Do you mean,” Setaria begins after the general is done explaining that Thibault is there to report on the possible death of the Grand Scribe, hesitant, “figurative death?” As in the Grand Scribe is dead to the entire country of Fontaine? Did he do something to cause trouble? Because I think I would have heard about that through some emergency dispatch by now.”

Candace shakes her head, contemplative and cool as she turns her eyes towards the sky in thought. “No. That is not what it sounds like based on the facts that our general has lay out to us. It starts with a missing persons case. Supposedly missing persons case, considering that this is our Scribe.”

Supposedly, Thibault mouths to himself. Supposedly?

The hotel room is abandoned, there’s no one who’s seen the man in literal weeks, and his last traced location had a blood stain. Supposedly?

Candace nods to herself, lowering her eyes back down to look at the General Mahamatra who’s helping himself to some cut melon.

“I do recall Kaveh mentioning that he sent Al-Haitham on an errand, while Al-Haitham was on vacation. It does seem like something Al-Haitham would do. Faking some trouble to get out of doing something he doesn’t particularly care to do. Especially if it’s Kaveh doing the requesting.”

“Knowing Master Kaveh and the Grand Scribe, I am not sure if it was framed as a request,” Setaria muses as she ties her long hair back to start eating. 

Both the General Mahamatra and Candace smile at that, small and fleeting movements of the eye and corners of the mouth that soften their stern expressions. It seems like all three are silently laughing at some sort of joke.

“Who is Master Kaveh?” 

At this all three immediately cease their silent, shared laughter and make the exact same strange, twisted expression that somehow manages to mix annoyance, commiseration, exasperation, and some other thing in all in equal measures. This expression conveys a feeling that manages to be both displeased and fond at the same time.

Setaria opens her mouth to answer and then she turns towards Candace. Candace and the General Mahamatra make intense eye contact that makes Thibault think of when he and his fellow Gestionnaire’s have just been asked for a volunteer to do mandatory overtime at basic rates.

The General Mahamatra sighs, which means he lost that silent round of back and forth.

“He’s an architect. He and the Grand Scribe live together. They’re…” The General Mahamatra pauses, attempts to restart, and then sighs and shrugs. “They’re Al-Haitham and Kaveh. It doesn’t matter that much. In any case, while that may be a valid exit strategy that the Scribe would use, in this case I am certain that situation did not occur. Based on current evidence, I believe it’s more of the usual from Al-Haitham when no one is around to observe him.” The General Mahamatra pauses and then nods to himself. “Well. Not quite unobserved. The Traveler and Paimon were with him.”

Setaria and Candace immediately let out sighs, clicking their tongues and shaking their heads, moving to really get into their breakfasts.

“If our Scribe keeps uncovering secrets and overthrowing governments and the like with other people I will start to feel that what we had together was not very special.”

“Well, Fontaine just had their own shift in government, so perhaps they are safe from our Scribe,” Setaria says, offering Thibault a cup of what looks to be water mixed with cucumber. 

“What?” Thibault asks, holding onto the cool cup as the other three make light-hearted jokes that can’t actually be jokes about government coups, fraud and abuse, money laundering, kick-backs, and other forms of corruption that should never been spoken of in such light a tone. Especially considering that one of the people making the jokes is the General Mahamatra of Sumeru.

“This seems like a lot of work, Cyno,” Candace says after they’re done joking about political intrigue. “Surely it doesn’t require you to bring back a member of Fontaine’s Court to speak of your work.”

“The Court of Fontaine feels strongly otherwise.”

At this, both Setaria and Candace give Thibault the same sharp, disapproving look that the Flame-Mane mercenary gave him a few days before, right when she asked Thibault if he was accusing the General Mahamatra of being a liar.

“I find it hard to believe that your work failed to meet any sort of standard, General Mahamatra,” Setaria says deceptively lightly considering the way her blue eyes suddenly look very much like freshly sharpened steel.

Candace’s golden eye prods at the bone right in front of Thibault’s heart like an almost polite knock considering the not-very-polite violence on the other side of it.

Thibault immediately reassures both women that he is not implying anything unsavory, unsatisfactory, or otherwise un-anything of the General Mahatma.

It’s only that…

“Our concern is that our concern is not being understood fully. The Grand Scribe has been missing for, at this point, several weeks.”

“And I’m sure very many people on our side of the border are much relieved about it. Except for perhaps his staff who are most likely getting annoyed with people trying to undermine them without his presence to deter the most persistent of rule-breakers.”

“There was blood at the last place he could be traced to.”

Candace and Setaria both look to the General Mahamatra.

“Well, was it the Grand Scribe’s blood?”

“I didn’t check. It is possible. The blood wasn’t that old, but it wasn’t very new, either,” the General Mahamatra says peaceably.

“Was there a lot of it?”

The man shakes his head. “An insignificant amount. The blood-pattern wasn’t particularly worrisome, either.”

Both women nod in acceptance of this without requesting any further detail.

Does everyone just know what an insignificant amount and non-worrisome blood pattern looks like? Does everyone in Sumeru just have that knowledge transmitted into their minds?

“And there’s no body,” Setaria says confidently.

“No body,” the General Mahamatra confirms.

“No body, no death,” both Candace and Setaria chorus before returning to their breakfasts, seemingly content to let the subject die off here.

Just like the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, somewhere in some strange hole in the middle of an island going straight down into the ocean.

“I don’t think it can be thought of so simply,” Thibault says as neutrally as possible. 

For Thibault’s trouble he’s treated to three unimpressed looks. Then the two women turn to look at the General Mahamatra and the three exchange an extremely in-depth conversation involving just the eyes. And then the silent conversation of eyes ends and all three of them give Thibault a very patronizing, indulgent look. 

From Candace and Setaria especially it feels as though they’re giving the impression that they think that the General Mahamatra is being very patient, nice, and kind by indulging Thibault.

Is no one taking this seriously?

“I’m sure that your…concern for the supposedly missing Scribe will be noted in the future,” Setaria says as neutrally as Thibault attempted to be, but clearly pulling it off much better. “It’s very kind of the Court of Fontaine to extend such courtesy to us.”

But…

Supposedly? What’s supposed about it? No one’s seen the man in over a month!

“Mademoiselle Setaria,” Thibault says, trying to grasp all of the court manners he’s learned over years of working in the guts of the Court of Fontaine’s fleet of clerical workers. “It is beyond kindness considering that there is a man missing under very unusual circumstances. It would be beyond remiss of the Court of Fontaine not to take every action possible in order to reach the proper resolution. A former friend of our nation who supported us during a time of crisis has gone missing.”

“Well. Supposedly missing.”

Before Thibault can say something about that specific qualifier Candace speaks.

“If you traced Al-Haitham all the way to that hole in the sea then I am sure that is where he intended on being. He is not missing, Gestionnaire Thibault. You clearly found him.” The General Mahamatra and Setaria both nod along with her. “And he is where he wishes to be. It is notoriously difficult to get Al-Haitham to do something or go somewhere he doesn’t intend on doing or going to to start with.”

“But…no one knows where that place is, exactly. That place where he intends and wants to be. No one’s even sure if that’s where he really is! He could be elsewhere!”

“Well. Presumably it is all tied into this hole in your ocean. Besides, it doesn’t matter very much if no one else knows. Al-Haitham knows. And eventually he’ll return to tell us all about it, sparing us details that most of us would rather he have spared, and being entirely too brief on the issues we would want to hear of.”

The missing man knowing where he is doesn’t really help anyone else figure out where the missing man is to make him not-missing, though. Thibault doesn’t know how to explain this. It doesn’t seem like something that should need explaining, like so many other things that Thibault has now felt the need to explain.

It’s all very, very confusing.

Is this what culture shock is? But he’s been feeling this while he was in Fontaine as well…

Thibault, half to himself, half to the rest of the world that’s paying attention, wonders out loud, “Perhaps we are having a failure to understand each other due to, ah. How shall I say it? An issue in translation?” 

It’s a common enough thing when people from different countries use standard Teyvat common tongue. Even with a shared language, with the context and background of each country, some things can get muddled up. Maybe the definition for missing is very different in Sumeru. It would explain very much, although it would not bring Thibault much in terms of comfort or reassurance, much like everything else from Sumeru he’s encountered so far.

The other three hum speculatively, nodding at each other in the first agreement Thibault has had with anyone from this country.

And as always, this small win in Thibault’s favor is dashed to pieces immediately by the next person from Sumeru to speak.

“If it’s an issue in translation you should talk with Al-Haitham about this when he decides to return. He’s a non-active member of the Haravatat, but he is one of their graduates so he should have a good background to speak on this. And he knows several languages and dialects.”

Candace and the General Mahamatra nod in agreement.

Thibault is supposed to consult with the missing man about the possible gap in translation between Thibault and the rest of the missing man’s country on the topic of said man going missing.

“Our Scribe,” Candace says somewhat consolingly, “is like a pigeon.”

The words, as soon as they register, are not consoling at all. Do the people of this country not know how to console others?

“Pardon?”

“The Grand Scribe is like a pigeon. Sometimes when he’s sent away to do something he gets a little turned around along the way. It isn’t something to worry about. Eventually he will find his way back to us, possibly a little worse for wear, but most likely entirely fine. Don’t let this trouble you so much, Gestionnaire Thibault. Enjoy your breakfast. Take in the sights of Sumeru. It’s not healthy to be so stressed. Especially in harsher climates like ours. You’ll only waste your energy and you’ve some way to go before you reach your final destination. And I have a prediction, Gestionnaire, that you’ll be needing that energy very much.”


  “A pigeon?”


The former Acting Grand Sage of Sumeru, nation of knowledge and wisdom is comparable to a pigeon?

Are the pigeons of Sumeru also different? What are these people talking about?

-

Crossing the Wall to Samiel into the Dharma Forest to leave behind the Great Red Sands signals the last stretch of Thibault’s journey, and yet all he can feel is dread. Thus far the reactions he’s received to what is incredibly dire and worrisome news has only been more worrisome than the actual news itself.

Was the Grand Scribe so disliked? Yet the people who ignore the danger he may be in and his possible…unfortunate ending speak of him so fondly!

Sumeru City rises out of the lush greenery like a hand signaling the end of struggle and strife. Thibault stares at the crest of that signaling hand, and the faint little white star just barely visible, cradled in its leaves that represents the highest office of this land, and Thibault and the Court of Fontaine’s last hope for being taken seriously.

Still out of breath—Thibault doesn’t think he’s been with breath since they left Fontaine, Sumeru should be called the land of slopes—Thibault forces his aching legs to keep going one after another. 

And for his breakfast to stay in his stomach. These…Four-Leaf Sigils that the people of Sumeru use explain so much of their bold character. How fearless the people of Sumeru are, hurtling themselves around trees the size of buildings through gaps the size of mere hands widths at such astounding speed! And with such confidence, too!

Thibault had thought that this was a General Mahamatra-thing. But apparently even the youngest of children learns to use Four-Leaf Sigils to move around Sumeru, getting from one level of the forest floor to the other.

(There are also some of these in the desert as well, but they can be harder to see and very taxing in an already trying environment.)

The General Mahamatra had offered to carry him the rest of the way, but Thibault had been too proud to accept.

Thibault will deliver this message on his own two feet with his own mouth! He is a Gestionnaire of the Court of Fontaine and he will do his country proud. Even if it feels like his legs are going to turn into jelly.

Although his resolve to keep to this starts to waver as they get closer and closer to the city and Thibault sees just how tall the Divine Tree of Sumeru City is. It’s just as tall as the entire Court of Fontaine is. Thibault’s knees quiver in anticipation of having to climb up it.

Sumeru City is much more crowded than the Court of Fontaine—the streets are narrower and compacted to fit in the spaces around—and in some rare cases on top of—the Divine Tree’s roots. The city is designed vertically instead of out; taking advantage of the large tree to slowly pile upwards, using the tree as a framework for ramps and bridges, tiers upon tiers of collections of buildings and roads like an interlocking puzzle of beautiful stained glass and wood.

And the crowds are so dizzying! People on some streets are packed elbow to elbow, shoulder to shoulder, having conversations around conversations. And everywhere there’s something to look and listen at. 

Scholars host impromptu debates and lectures standing on top of crates, merchants cry out their best discounts and best items, and porter yell to clear the way for large wagons. Flames spit and sputter, releasing gouts of flavorful smoke that carry traces of spices and rendering fat. Baskets full of flowers, of herbs, of things that smell greener-than-green perfume the air as they’re carried down the street. Colorful birds fly overhead, croaking out in startlingly human voices, repeating phrases and proclamations. A man selling cut fruit sings, making a show of cutting the fruit up and tossing the finished product to the customer. A gaggle of children scurry down the street chasing and being chased by rambunctious dogs.

All of it blends in together without separation, without restraint. It’s beautiful. Different from the vibrant dances and patterns of the Court of Fontaine, of course. But still beautiful.

Thibault has a hard time keeping track of the General Mahamatra through such a vibrant crowd, but the General Mahamatra is very good at his job because he keeps an eye on Thibault instead. Whenever Thibault thinks he’s lost the man, suddenly there he is, gesturing for Thibault to follow and waiting for him to catch up.

The crowd thins out somewhat as they start making their way up the Divine Tree towards the Akademiya.

Thibault opens his mouth to ask about the protocol he should expect once he enters Akademiya grounds and how soon he can expect to have an audience with Lord Kusanali.

But before Thibault can start voicing these questions—albeit, somewhat haltingly as he’s got very little breath to spare for speaking—a man’s voice cuts through the air.

“Cyno!”

The General Mahamatra stops. It takes Thibault a moment to remember the man’s real name and then another moment to wonder who would be calling out to him so familiarly.

They both turn in the direction of the voice and see a fair haired man lightly jogging to catch up to them. Thibault’s eyes land on a strange…what looks to be a briefcase floating just behind the man. The briefcase has a pair of glowing eyes on some sort of display screen.

The man catches up to them quickly, only slightly out of breath. 

“I heard,” the man begins immediately, brows furrowed, “about your dispatch to Fontaine. Well? What’s going on? Where is he? Who’s this? Why are you coming back with a court official from Fontaine instead of Al-Haitham?”

Thibault feels his heart skip a beat. He doesn’t know who this man is, but finally it appears that there’s someone in this country that’s concerned! Huzzah!

The General Mahamatra sighs, raising his hands to gesture at the other man to calm down. “Kaveh, this is Gestionnaire Thibault. He’s come to report the Court of Fontaine’s position on—“

“Why would the Court of Fontaine have a position on Al-Haitham? What happened?”

Ah, so this is Kaveh, the man that the Grand Scribe lives with. No wonder he is so concerned!

Here, Thibault launches into the explanation of things before the general can. Perhaps it is rude, but this is the first time someone’s reacted appropriately to the situation at hand. Thibault feels a connection to this man fast forming as Kaveh nods along, brow furrowing deeper and deeper.

“So you didn’t find him?” Kaveh rounds onto the general as soon as Thibault is done explaining the lack of witnesses, the collapsed building, the hole into the sea, and the blood. “You didn’t even look?”

Thibault feels his eyes prickle with tears. This is the appropriate response! This is what Thibault has been looking for this entire time!

“You couldn’t have at least tested the blood to confirm if it was really him there or not?”

“It was not a significant amount of blood—“

“Says who? What amount of blood is required for it to be significant?”

“There was no sign of foul play.”

“Does there have to be foul play for there to be trouble? Did you find any of his belongings? Did you look? Or did it all go with him?”

The general reaches into his travel bag and pulls out the few things that the General Mahamatra had deemed appropriate for taking from the Grand Scribe’s hotel room. The rest he had asked the hotel to pack up and send to Sumeru’s embassy for safe-keeping.

Kaveh practically snatches the notebook and papers out of the General Mahamatra’s hand and quickly starts going through it. As he does his expression shifts between so many things so quickly that Thibault can barely catch any of them. And then they finally settle into confusion.

“Was this it? He was supposed to write to me.” Kaveh gestures impatiently at the General Mahamatra with a level of impudence that Thibault didn’t think most people would have towards someone of the General Mahamatra’s reputation. “Surely there’s more.”

The General Mahamatra says simply, “I didn’t intend on bringing back all of his things. I assumed he’d need some of it when he decided to return again. Or would you be the one to deal with his complaining when he inevitably returns to find all of his belongings missing?”

“And what of the things I need before he decides to turn up on his own relaxed schedule?” Kaveh demands. Thibault blinks, taken back by this strange about-face from concern to outright annoyance. “He was supposed to write back to me, Cyno. I gave him a deadline. A very generous one, too.”

Grief and concern, Thibault reasons, can do very strange things to a person.

“Monsieur Kaveh, you must forgive the lack of response from the Grand Scribe. It has been several weeks. It is possible that…Monsieur, he may be dead.”

Here, Kaveh turns and gives Thibault a blank look. “So? What does that have to do with him writing to me? Him maybe being dead or not? He’ll be dead for certain-sure if he doesn’t do what I told him to do when he decided to go over there last-minute.” Kaveh scoffs, rolling his eyes, waving a dismissive hand as he uses the other to put the papers and notebooks inside the waiting briefcase. “I bet you, he got distracted by something shiny. Like a bird. And then he just wandered off. And I bet he did it on purpose, too.”

“He purposefully found something distracting and wandered off,” the general repeats flatly. “You make that sound so terrible. He was on vacation. I gathered the point of a vacation is to find something interesting and distracting in order to relax. That tends to be what happens on vacations abroad.”

“No,” Kaveh says very decisively. “It’s different. It’s Al-Haitham. I sent him over there with a job to do. So of course, it’s only natural that he purposefully found a distraction to use as an excuse for why he didn’t do it. It was a very simple task and I even said I’d cut him a commission for doing it. I’m not a fool, Cyno. Don’t give me that look. Of course I didn’t expect him to do it for free. And yet, even with a commission, he still didn’t do it.”

“It’s possible he might consider getting around to it whenever he’s done with his current distraction.”

“Chances of that happening are slim.”

“What did you ask him to do?”

“Check in on a list of lumber suppliers and test the quality, get a general pulse on whether or not they had a good reputation locally, and compare pricing in Fontaine to what we hear over here. I would have asked my mother to do it, but she’s more familiar with metal pricing than lumber. I already did the preliminary research and everything. All he needed to do was verify it! Over and done with in less than an hour!”

Thibault no longer feels any form of connection with this man. In fact, he feels rather appalled by the rather cold, utilitarian reaction. The man’s roommate is most likely at this point dead and rotting somewhere in the ocean, being eaten by fish, and he’s upset about not having lumber suppliers verified.

There is something very wrong with the people of this country.

Kaveh and the General Mahamatra go back and forth for a little bit, slipping into a dialect of Sumerian that moves fast and has both of their hands moving just as fast, if not faster.

And then Kaveh turns and looks straight at Thibault.

“Look,” Kaveh says, exasperated. “You need to relax. You’re stressing Cyno out. I’m stressed out just looking at you, and if you knew me you would know that’s saying something. And you’re stressed over what? Over Al-Haitham? That’s nothing. He’s not worth this level of stress.”

The General Mahamatra rolls his eyes. Master Kaveh also rolls his eyes.

“Alright, fine. He is. But not like this. If you’re going to stress out about Al-Haitham there’s much better reasons for it and better ways of going about it. Fussing over him being missing with an unusual context surrounding his being missing is useless and an absolute waste of energy that could be better used on something else.”

“I think, Monsieur, you are all downplaying the situation. Perhaps it is true that the Grand Scribe has had some unusual experiences beforehand that turned out well. But that does not mean that things will play out fine every time. And considering that this particular scenario has played out on foreign lands, it would not be inappropriate to handle the current situation with a touch more sensitivity.”

Kaveh makes a gesture towards Thibault while looking at the General Mahamatra.

The General Mahamatra shrugs a shoulder. 

“That would be fair to say about literally anyone else. And if it were anyone else suddenly up and gone in Fontaine with no sign of them—with or without the Traveler and Paimon with them—I can assure you everyone would be treating the situation with exactly the sensitivity and gravity you are,” Kaveh says solemnly with a slight touch of annoyance and, strangely enough, pity. “But this is Al-Haitham we’re talking about. The parameters and expectations are different. He’s like a cockroach. One of those annoying flying ones. He’ll come back at some point. Frankly, if anything, we all ought to be glad that he’s distracted and occupied and not causing trouble in our immediate vicinity and take advantage of it. And if it were any other situation I’d definitely be taking advantage of his extended absence. But this time I was really depending on him to do this one thing for me. And now I’ve got to figure out a way to get this done without him in less time and explain the delay to my clients.”

With that, Kaveh turns around and starts hurrying off without waiting for a response.

“And that’s Kaveh,” the General Mahamatra says.

“Did he…did he just compare the former Acting Grand Sage to a cockroach?”

“And that’s Kaveh and Al-Haitham for you.” The General Mahamatra nods, satisfied. “Although it is an unfavorable comparison to the cockroach. Most cockroaches would not be able to handle the things Al-Haitham does.”

Thibault thinks back to when he first asked the question of who Kaveh was some days ago and the strange response he got.

“I understand everything entirely now.”

The General Mahamatra, at that, does laugh. It’s a surprisingly light laugh for a man who normally looks so solemn. His eyes, slightly shadowed by his helm, dance with the laughter.

“No,” he corrects Thibault. “You do not.”

Thibault sighs, shoulder slumping as he goes to resume following the General Mahamatra towards the Akademiya.

“No,” Thibault agrees. “I really don’t.”

-

Thibault should know by this point not to expect anything. And thus, by having no expectations he can never be disappointed nor surprised. Everything will be just as it is.

And yet here’s Thibault thoroughly surprised to meet the Lord of Wisdom, God of Sumeru, Psychic of Purity in her office and immediately being invited to sit down while he’s offered tea and snacks as God, herself, starts calmly, playfully, poking fun at the General Mahamatra for having a nice long stroll to and from Fontaine.

“Was the scenery nice? Did you see their dancing fountains? You should have gone through the north,” Lord Kusanali says, levitating the tea set into pouring itself and little snack cakes covered in green powder and rose petals to plate themselves. “You could have come back through the north way as well. You shouldn’t have strained yourself and our guest so much. I imagine the poor Gestionnaire had quite a shock upon sailing past Fontaine’s borders only to be greeted by our sand! I might have asked you to detour through Chenyu Vale, too. You could have tried the tea leaves fresh from the terrace!”

“I would not be able to adequately describe to you the difference between tea leaves fresh from the terraces of Liyue and what you have here,” the General Mahamatra answers, eyes closing as he takes his tea cup and simply holds it, relaxing as he breaths in the scent. “And there was some matter of urgency to the trip.”

“And is that matter of urgency resolved?”

“It is my professional opinion as the General Mahamatra, representing Sumeru, that for the moment it is, barring any further developments.”

Here, the General Mahamatra proceeds to report the timeline of the investigation in Fontaine regarding the missing Grand Scribe, beginning with the details of the embarrassingly thin case gathered by the Maison Gardiennage. He also relays the details of events as they have occurred after the General Mahamatra arrived in the country to take over the case, describing the information he learned and discovered through his own means. And then the General Mahamatra brings them to his conclusion. 

And then that conclusion’s new opening in the form of Thibault coming with him to report on the Court of Fontaine’s concerns regarding the Grand Scribe’s disappearance and the dead end the investigation led to. And the possible, quite literal dead end of the man at the heart of said investigation.

“Unless,” Thibault interjects with a small, ill-advised little kernel of hope in his heart, “you have received an update, Lord Kusanali? Perhaps the three were found before we arrived?”

“Oh, no. Well. Maybe? I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything that the General Mahamatra hasn’t told me just now,” Lord Kusanali answers, sounding very unbothered about being uninformed for someone who sits in the highest seat overseeing a nation of scholars and philosophers and holds the title of God of Wisdom. 

Then again, as Thibault is so often reminded, wisdom and intelligence are not always the same. So perhaps there is something at play here that only gods can know of to get peace from.

And then, completely shattering this small little bubble of temporary assurance Thibault had built for himself Lord Kusanali continues. It’s always when they continue that things go wrong for Thibault.

“I have not been actively checking in on Al-Haitham as I normally do,” Lord Kusanali admits, more to the General Mahamatra than Thibault. “He’s very far away, and the workings of dreams and time differences is not always particularly convenient for such things. Also, I wanted everything to be a surprise. It would be like his souvenir for me. But in any case, I highly doubt he’s off in such a bad way as the Court of Fontaine seems to believe he is. I was more worried about you, my dear General Mahamatra. On the occasions I checked in on you, you did not seem to be having as easy a time as we all thought you would, considering the nature of your assignment. Tighnari and Collei will be very displeased to know that you haven’t come back pleasantly refreshed and well-rested. I might have to send you off somewhere else just so that they don’t get displeased at me!”

“Tighnari and Collei would not be displeased with you over the nature over my work. They’ll be displeased with me over my handling of it in that I put too much effort into a simple case,” the General Mahamatra corrects very patiently. “To which I would tell them what I tell you now: it’s Al-Haitham. Shouldn’t we have all expected the job to turn into an actual job, even if it didn’t sound like one in the beginning?”

Lord Kusanali nods sagely, accepting the correction with grace, cradling her teacup in her small hands. “Well now, that is very true. Leave it to our dear Scribe to be causing trouble without ever trying! He does keep us on our toes. If I weren’t so resolved to leaving it be I would take a peak right now and maybe give him a little tease about it. I might just do it if I remember, later. Just to give him forewarning that he’s given you work, and thus he’s crossed Tighnari and Collei.”

“He’ll find something to appease them with on the way back.”

“Oh, most certainly. But now he’ll be on the look out for something extra good for the bribing back into good graces.”

“Or he’ll just not come back.”

“I’ll make sure to find something very interesting to lure him back with.”

While the General Mahamatra and God of Sumeru are having this very light-hearted conversation that seems like it’s made of the stuff of fever dreams, Thibault stares into his tea.

“Checking…in?” Gods check in on people? The God of Sumeru normally checks in on the Grand Scribe of the Akademiya? She checks in on the General Mahamatra?

Well. Sure. That seems to be expected. That’s her right and left hand. The Grand Scribe was the former Acting Grand Sage. But would such a thing continue even after he retires and returns to his post as the Grand Scribe?

And is that a thing done when he’s on vacation and not attending to matters of the state?

“Of course,” Lord Kusanali says to Thibault’s half-muttered question. “I check in on all of my favorites.”


  Gods have favorites?


“Of course gods have favorites, Gestionnaire Thibault,” Lord Kusanali answers the question in Thibault’s head, looking quite amused. “Gods are people too, you know! We have favorite flavors, favorite colors, favorite currently unsolvable theorems, favorite friends and all.”

Funny way of showing it! She likes the Grand Scribe enough to check in on him now and again using the powers expected of the God of Wisdom, but she doesn’t like him enough to actually be worried about him being currently unaccounted for and possibly in mortal peril.

Lord Kusanali sighs and turns to the General Mahamatra. “No wonder you’re not relaxed at all if you had to deal with this the entire time you were away. Poor you.” Then she sets her teacup down and turns towards Thibault. “He’s one of my favorites, but that doesn’t mean I have the right to go watching over his shoulder at all hours. Our Grand Scribe is very much like…mold.”

“Mold?” Thibault mouths. 

The General Mahamatra pauses with his teacup to his mouth. “That’s a new comparison.” The man contemplates it while staring at a point just above his Archon’s head before nodding decisively. He takes a sip of tea and delivers his judgement. “I’ll share that one with Kaveh. He would most likely find something about it disagreeable. Probably not proactive enough for his tastes. Kaveh would reason that compared to mold, cockroaches are much more mobile and are therefore the more appropriate comparison.”

“Oh, cockroaches! Adaptable and durable! I think the only other comparison I heard was a spoiled house cat. Cockroach is a very interesting one. I look forward to that discussion with Kaveh at a later time. And then at an even later time, Al-Haitham and Kaveh at the same time,” Lord Kusanali replies before focusing back on Thibault. “In addition to being similar to spoiled house cat and a cockroach, the Grand Scribe is also like mold. If you disturb him too much you’ll ruin it and whatever fascinating thing he was doing. You have to let him sit unbothered with your eyes turned away and attention on something else. You’ve got to leave it alone. There’s a process to observe.”

“Aren’t you…supposed to get rid of mold?”

“That would be very poor for the ecosystem, Gestionnaire. And Sumeru’s ecosystem is one that thrives and partially depends on mold. I mean that both literally and in relation to the comparison I just made. Drink your tea, it tastes a lot better warm than cold. Have some halva, too. It’s delicious. It was freshly made just earlier today while I was waiting for you two to arrive. I thought you could use the sugars.”

Thibault falls silent. There’s a command here to be quiet and eat and he obeys it. The Lord of Sumeru’s atmosphere and manner of speech are not nearly as intimidating as that of the Chief Justice’s or the General Mahamatra’s. But there is something indisputably powerful that marks her a cut separate and beyond existences like Thibault’s.

Also, the tea and sugar does help. It’s very good tea. And Thibault’s never had whatever this pastry is before. It’s flaky and tastes like pistachio. Lord Kusanali gives Thibault a second helping while levitating the teapot to pour her General Mahamatra a second cup.

The two chat on light hearted topics. 

A few conferences that the General Mahamatra missed in the days that he’s been gone that Lord Kusanali thought he might find interesting, a fun run-in between someone called Cyrus and the Sage of the Amurta, and Lord Kusanali has an idea for a fun new game she wants him to test for her. The General Mahamatra informs Lord Kusanali of a few of the non-official goings ons in Sumeru’s embassy—a few events celebrating holidays abroad, some interesting twists on familiar foods they’d had to come up with due to lack of familiar ingredients—, some interesting plants he saw, and also the strange practice in which dogs in Fontaine are groomed, dressed, and given employment.

Thibault relaxes into listening to their light conversation, feeling the tea soothing him sip by sip, and the sugar fortifying him bite by bite.

“Now that we are all suitably cheered by good tea, good conversation, and good pastry—something universal to all nations, I think—Gestionnaire Thibault. Might you tell me why the Court of Fontaine felt it necessary for you to come all this way to speak of the Grand Scribe going missing while on holiday? Surely that is not within your job description.”

Calmed by the good tea, good conversation, and good pastry, Thibault does so. 

He tells the Lord of Sumeru about the length of time the Grand Scribe has been missing. And how abruptly he went missing—suddenly disappeared without a trace, no signs of unusual behavior in his surroundings, no signs of foul play which doesn’t necessarily mean something nefarious isn’t going on.

As he explains his concern Thibault brings them through the same path that the General Mahamatra brought him several days ago to arrive at the village of Petrichor and the giant hole in the island leading down into the sea, blood stain and all.

“Now that’s quite a picture,” Lord Kusanali says. “And in your professional experience as someone who both works for the Court of Fontaine, and someone who has lived there all your life, you believe that this situation is one worthy of attention and concern. And that is why you’ve come all the way here to tell me of this personally.”

“Yes, Lord Kusanali.”

“That is entirely fair and reasonable,” Lord Kusanali decrees. “This is the logical course someone of your background would pursue in this particular situation. You do your post proud, Gestionnaire.”

As always, it is the continuation that knocks Thibault down at the knees.

“But if we follow the thread of ceding to expertise and authority, is it not fair to say the same should be true in the direction of Sumeru to Fontaine, not just Fontaine to Sumeru? The General Mahamatra is an expert in tracking wayward scholars. He is also an expert in untangling the most malicious and convoluted of plots in order to cut a straight line towards justice and clarity. Not only this, but he has worked with the Grand Scribe for quite a long time—professionally and as a private citizen. And you have run into several others who would have similar claims as the General Mahamatra’s when it comes to experience with the Grand Scribe Al-Haitham, myself included. Thus, can you not be assuaged when we—with all of our expertise in the man—conclude that at this juncture there is nothing to be worried about?”

Lord Kusanali raises a hand before Thibault can answer.

“Consider that it is not that we are belittling you or thinking less of your own expertise as a countryman of Fontaine. I am sure that the General Mahamatra took everything advised to him by you and others while he was investigating in your country to heart. And I, myself, listening, have also carefully noted all of the details provided. It is instead that in our own experience and expertise in one half of this equation of missing persons—the person, Al-Haitham—we have our own precedent and context that we are accounting for. And all of these accounts when tallied together give us the reassurance to reassure you that this is not something that needs to be poked and questioned further. At least, not yet.”

Thibault cannot argue with that. He really can’t. But he wants to. He feels his shoulders drooping. This just doesn’t seem right to him.

A person goes missing under such unusual circumstances and the reaction of those closest to him is to decide to wait it out? What circumstances, context, and considerations need to be met in order for some true concern to be had? Just what is it that they experienced with the Grand Scribe prior to warrant this non-reaction?

Lord Kusanali lets out a sigh.

“Would you feel better if I did check on him right now?” She offers. “I can understand that there are those who require concrete evidence to settle. I’ve got several scholars just like that on the floors beneath this one, all going about in search of that tangible evidence to show everyone else around them.”

Thibault looks up at her, trying to contain his hope. He must not do very well at it because Lord Kusanali laughs. It’s a very nice laugh.

“Just this once, just this one time,” Lord Kusanali says, “I’ll disturb the mold for you. In the name of keeping relations with our neighbors good and peaceful.”

With that Lord Kusanali closes her eyes, teacup still cradled in her hands, and goes very still.

A slight frown moves over Lord Kusanali’s face like wind through the branches of trees. And then she opens her eyes again and shrugs.

“Well. Hm. That’s a little unusual. Now, I did try just now. But I couldn’t reach him in the places I thought to look. He must be elsewhere. That’s not too worrisome though. There are a lot of places in the whole of Teyvat to look and I only took a quick glance at less than a thimbleful of them. I wasn’t able to look through the rest.”

The man’s gone somewhere god can’t look?

“Oh, don’t make that face! What I do isn’t an exact science. I suppose it could be if I sat down and wrote it all out, but who’s the time for that? I just can’t reach him right now is all. I could probably find him if I dedicated some time and effort to looking—his mind is very distinct and I’m rather familiar with it at this point. I can pick it out easily enough if I really try. But again, who has the time for that?” Lord Kusanali gives Thibault a very unimpressed look. “He may be one of my favorites, and I may have been trying to do you a favor, but I don’t have the time on my hands to be sitting and scouring Teyvat for one single mind for unknown hours on end. That’s not a favor, that’s a full time job. I’ve already got one of those! I’ve got a country to assist in running, Gestionnaire. And I really have to get back to it. Now let’s get you brought to Fontaine’s ambassadorial suites and seen to. Treat the rest of your stay like a vacation, Gestionnaire Thibault. After your several days long think I would say you need one!”

-

“Maybe,” Kaveh says while chewing on a strip of dried fruit that Collei’s been practicing making which means that Tighnari’s mailing packages of them all over the country to everyone he knows, “just maybe—“

“Shut up and chew,” Dehya says around her own strip of dried fruit. “We’ve got six boxes of these things combined to get through and Tighnari says he’s got another batch on the way.”

“It’s been a week or two since that strange fellow from the Court of Fontaine was sent back. And we’ve not heard anything about that business since,” Kaveh continues undaunted by the threat of several boxes worth of sweets to work on finishing. 

“Good,” Cyno and Dehya and Nahida all say from where they’re seated around the front room of the house and trying to figure out the differences between the batches of dried fruit strips. Supposedly Collei’s been experimenting with seasoning the fruit strips before, during, and after her drying process—among with various other things. But dried fruit is sometimes just dried fruit.

“Which means,” Kaveh continues, frowning up at the ceiling, “that it would be almost a month and since Al-Haitham’s supposedly gone missing. Shouldn’t his time off period be up soon? Should we worry?”

Cyno and Dehya exchange exasperated looks.

“What, you want to send Cyno back over?” Dehya points at Cyno with her thumb. “Get Fontaine all worked up again while you’re at it? It’s only a month.”

“It’s only a month of him being unaccounted for, with no one to confirm what kind of trouble he’s getting into to track back with him when he resurfaces from whatever strange hole in the sea he started poking at.”

“Al-Haitham is too tidy for it to come back with him,” Nahida says. “I’m sure that when he returns the issue that he poked and got poked back by will be—if not resolved—contained. Or made entirely someone else’s problem.”

Cyno and Dehya nod in agreement.

“That’s fair. But.”

“No,” Cyno and Dehya attempt to cut Kaveh off.

“But,” Kaveh persists, “I find myself worried anyway.”

Cyno rolls his eyes, sighing, “Typical.”

Dehya reaches across Cyno to grab one of the unopened bottles of wine that they came over with along with the giant boxes of dried fruit.

“I’m going to need this,” she says, popping the cork. “Nahida, you good?”

“I’m thriving in my element,” Nahida replies cheerfully as she fully turns towards Kaveh. 

Cyno, Dehya, and Kaveh are seated on the floor with piles of dried fruits between them and notes on flavors, textures, and stickiness scattered between them. Nahida is sitting on the divan behind Kaveh with her own set of notes about their sets of notes. Perception is such an interesting thing to study.

“What is the worry about our Scribe, Master Kaveh?” Nahida asks. “Do you think he might be bringing traces back of something dangerous? Or that he might have gotten into something over his head and become fast friends with another group of honorable rebels against a corrupt state? I will admit that I did entertain similar thoughts—I would be a little jealous if he did!—but I don’t think Fontaine is headed in the direction of a coup considering the recent turn in their events.”

“It’s my lumber contract,” Kaveh says, frowning at the ceiling. “I’m still working on it. And this could have all been resolved if Al-Haitham would’ve just done the reasonable thing and did what I told him to the first day he arrived there. It wouldn’t have been hard at all! The locations were all along routes he would have taken while getting his bearings in the city anyway!” Kaveh groans, leaning back against the divan and closing his eyes. “I should’ve just gone myself. I have a standing invitation from their research institute to go.”

“You do?” Nahida looks affronted. “Are they trying to poach my Master Kaveh?” Nahida turns towards Cyno. “If I had known that I would have sent a letter with a very different tone for you to give the Chief Justice. How nice of them to care about our missing scribe when they had intentions of snatching our architect this entire time!”

“Two-faced,” Dehya muses, topping Cyno off before taking a swig straight from the bottle. 

Kaveh reaches up and around, patting Nahida’s knee. “I’m not being poached. My mother works with them.”

“So ask your mother about the lumber.”

“She mostly works with metal and on residential builds—not the kinds of buildings that would use the kind of lumber I’m looking at in the quantity I would be importing.” Kaveh lets out another sigh, allowing himself to be poked in the cheek by a dried fig. “I would feel bad asking her about it. Because you know it’s not just one or two questions I’d be asking. I’d have a preliminary set of questions, and then other questions based on that, and—“

There’s a click from the door: a lock being opened.

Everyone goes still and on alert as they turn towards the door.

Al-Haitham walks in, clothes travel-worn, hair travel-mussed, but eyes bright.

His eyes land upon them, the bottles of alcohol, and the spread of dried fruits and he says: “I don’t want to know.” And then he breezes into the house, headed towards his study with purpose and speed.

Everyone else says at the same time: “You.”

And then they’re all scrambling up with their own sets of preliminary questions to open the inquisition.

Nahida floats after her general, her sword, and her architect as they start pelting their scribe with a dozen or so overlapping questions, criticisms, complaints, and general statements.

Al-Haitham, in the study, starts grabbing several blank notebooks from a stack of them he keeps by the door, pushing them into an empty travel bag that he grabs from a side cabinet. Then he starts pulling out various instruments for data recording and measurement that he also tosses into the bag.

Nahida observes Al-Haitham doing this as he fends off the questions being thrown at him like a professional hand-ball player, using two or three words at most to turn the questions around and confuse lines of thought. Minimum effort for maximum result, that’s her scribe being perfectly himself. Which is a very good thing, indeed! It does alleviate some of that tiny little kernel of concern that had lodged itself right behind the breast-bone when that Gestionnaire came along with his seeds of doubt that he was tossing all over the place.

“Al-Haitham,” Nahida says, cutting through everyone else with the softness of her voice, “what are you about to research on this new trip of yours?”

“New trip?” Everyone else choruses. 

“You just got back from time off,” Kaveh complains. “You can’t be going on another trip.”

“This one will be Akademiya backed,” Al-Haitham replies, with confidence. “I’ll draw up papers.”

“But what’s it on? Didn’t you have enough time researching while you were gone?” Dehya asks. “You had over a month of unsupervised time where you could’ve been committing mass murder or whatever, but you’re you, so you were probably poking something weird with a stick and recording your results.”

“How was the hole in Fontaine’s sea?” 

“Did you report back to anyone in Fontaine or did you come directly here from the hole in Fontaine’s sea?” Cyno asks. “The Court of Fontaine is trying to declare you legally dead. Or at least, they’re strongly suggesting that we should move forward with requesting they create a case-file that would begin the process of having you declared legally dead.”

Al-Haitham turns and gestures towards himself. “Why? I’ve been in Fontaine for the past month. And I will be returning to Fontaine for at least another two weeks to continue my research. Make your explanation short. I have to leave to return for Fontaine within the next few hours. The Traveler and Paimon have the beginnings of tolerable research partners, but only the beginnings. They tend to ask the wrong questions at the wrong time, and miss essential data points.”

“Make your explanation longer if you want ours to be shorter,” Dehya says, snatching the bag of equipment out of his hands. “And aren’t you going to pack clothes? Don’t fill your entire bag with this stuff.”

“I have the Traveler and Paimon working on getting my possessions released back to me after they’d been confiscated by the Maison Gardennaige,” Al-Haitham gives the group a sharp look. “Which one of you is responsible for that?”

“You are, because you went missing for a week or so and scared the life out of the Court of Fontaine by becoming a missing persons case,” Kaveh says, pointing at Cyno. “They got so worked up that we had to send Cyno to calm them down.”

“And it didn’t even work,” Dehya adds on. “They just got even more…” she waves a hand. “More.”

“Fontainian’s,” everyone says in union, in the exact same way. The five of them share a moment of peaceful, exasperated agreement over their neighboring country.

And then they all snap back into it.

“You explain your side, because it’s going to lead back into ours,” Kaveh says. “And where the hell is the information I told you to get me on those lumber suppliers? I’ve already put my clients off twice now waiting for you. You’ve got some nerve showing up here without it after all the fuss you made the rest of us put up with in the name of being good neighbors.”

“Who asked them to worry and who asked you to deal with it? You should have been firmer with them.”

“We sent Cyno. One of their Gestionnaires came back here and talked to god,” Dehya points out flatly. “And she gave them the say-so but they still didn’t take to it.”

“Then you were not firm with them at all. You should have been firmer,” Al-Haitham repeats, quickly flipping through several books before crouching down along the lower shelves to start skimming. “And surely they still aren’t bothering about it considering the time I’ve been gone. Was it only a month? It felt longer. Hm. Interesting. That area may be some component of time, or the perception of time, being altered while…”

“What area?”

Al-Haitham, sounding much put-upon, begins to explain exactly where he’s been for the past month or so.

Al-Haitham had run into the Traveler and Paimon only a day into his vacation. He had fully intended on their unintentional meeting to be very brief before returning to the things he had planned to do, but as per their usual, the Traveler and Paimon seemed to have stumbled upon some mystery. And the mystery seemed interesting. And potentially promising—much more promising than a walk through the public library or the appointments he’d made with a few researchers from Fontaine’s somewhat scattered Research Institute of Kinetic Energy Engineering.

(“They always seem interesting to you,” Nahida comments, sounding very approving.

“They always seem interesting to you,” the other three chorus at the same time, sounding very tired.)

In any case, they said they would be going to a small island village called Petrichor. Al-Haitham had not heard of the village when he was doing his research on the places he wanted to go while on vacation. 

He found this very intriguing. 

While he was not very thorough in looking places up—and he would hardly say that he’s an expert in Fontaine’s geography—he was intrigued by the people that the Traveler and Paimon were with and were mentioning in relation to Petrichor.

(“The Daydream Club?” Nahida repeats with delight, clapping her hands.

“The Daydream Club?” The chorus repeats, stunned and incredibly judgmental sounding.)

And if the Traveler and Paimon were taking an interest in the area…wouldn’t it only have been a matter of time before the area became widely known as interesting? It would be much better for him to beat the rest of Teyvat to the punch so he could get out early before a crowd formed.

Thus, intrigued—as he did remember something about a counting machine, or a calculation machine, or some kind of machine doing something with numbers from one of this Daydream Club’s members—Al-Haitham went along to see what the potential fuss could be about.

Going along with this Daydream Club ended up with Al-Haitham, the Traveler, and Paimon being plunged into an ocean beneath the ocean, in which they found the remains of the ancient civilization of Fontaine’s predecessor Remuria.

(“Naturally,” Nahida nods along as Al-Haitham shows her a few sketches he’d brought with him.

“Naturally,” the other three groan, pinching the bridges of their nose as they try to think of the many ways this is about to go wrong for them specifically.)

This and that happened, the exact details of which Al-Haitham glosses over in the interest of time much to Nahida’s disappointment and everyone else’s relief.

But the point is that—

“There’s some sort of remnant of an ancient leviathan swimming in the seas of Remuria, a predecessor to the Archon age,” Al-Haitham says. “It’s conscious, coherent, and amiable to discussions. Its memory seems fully intact and it also conducts itself in a fairly amiable manner that is open to questions. I’m going back before that can change. I only returned to extend my time off, file an official report with the Akademiya, and to gather more equipment.”

“Ghost whale-dragon,” Dehya says, elbowing Cyno as Al-Haitham gives a description of the leviathan to an eager Nahida and incredulous Kaveh. “What did I say? The freak would find something freaky and we’d go put it back, and he’d go, okay I’m going back with it. You’ve got to love how predictable he is sometimes.”

“I find it respectable, but not lovable. And that is not exactly what you said,” Cyno points out, but passes over a few coins into Dehya’s waiting hand anyway. 

He’d placed a wager on Al-Haitham returning with some sort of court case pending that would rely on him as either witness, resource person, defendant, or even as the plaintiff. Considering how riled up the Court of Fontaine got, and how much they love court cases, he’d thought that was a fair conclusion to put money on.

But if Al-Haitham, the Traveler, and Paimon are coming back from finding an ancient civilization with the spirit of dead being that pre-dates Archons then Cyno doesn’t think there’s anyone who is going to be focused enough to bring anything questionable the trio might have done in the process of all that finding to light.

Thankfully, when it comes to this exact situation, everyone always knows to bet small amounts. There’s just too many types of trouble Al-Haitham can get into unsupervised. Adding the Traveler and Paimon in the mix? That just skews the percentages up even more.

“Close enough.” Dehya pockets the coins as the pair of them tune into the discussion that’s unfolding between Al-Haitham, Kaveh, and Nahida.

“So you had all that time to figure out an ancient mystery of the civilization that pre-dates Fontaine, but you couldn’t find time to walk down one street and get me the one thing I asked you for? And even said I would pay you for?”

Al-Haitham doesn’t roll his eyes. But he gives the very strong impression of having just rolled his eyes.

“I did that the first day I got to Fontaine to get it out of the way. The lumber supplier’s offices and shops were along several streets that I had other shops I wanted to look at. But I don’t have the notes or samples I took with me. I wasn’t bringing them with me when I unknowingly went to learn and be physically immersed into a lost civilization. I assume they’re with the rest of the things the Traveler and Paimon are trying to get released from police custody. I’ve explained my side. Now what was happening with this one?”

Here it’s the chorus’ turn to speak.

And they do speak. Very sharply. And with a lot of pent-up annoyance. Al-Haitham, in turn, also becomes annoyed.

“Just because a person is not perceivable doesn’t mean they’re dead or that they cease to exist. Object permanence is something that most people learn and train as toddlers barring any developmental and cognitive impairments.”

“Yes, but tell that to Fontaine!”

“Do not,” Cyno cuts in, “tell that to Fontaine. Do not imply to anyone from Fontaine you think they’re developmentally or cognitively delayed.”

“Just because no one’s seen or heard from me doesn’t mean I’ve died. That would mean there are several hundred dead Akademiya researchers all over Teyvat. And I don’t see or hear anyone making a fuss about them. ”

“The problem was that you vanished without a trace for several weeks, which usually—for Fontaine, I guess—means dead,” Dehya says.

“I’m not someone from Fontaine. Kaveh went missing for four months before anyone thought something might be strange,” Al-Haitham points out.

(“I should’ve gone for five months, that way I wouldn’t have had to deal with so many people asking me to be the next Kshahrewar Sage. And I wouldn’t have had to deal with nearly throwing up in my own mouth hearing people calling you the Acting Grand Sage in such a hopeful tone of voice. By that second month you really put a fear of you into them.”)

“Yes, but that’s Kaveh. And you’re you.”

“What does that mean? We’re both scholars of roughly the same rank and experience. The same standards for missing persons applies to both of us. Why would the Court of Fontaine care so much? I wasn’t there for any official duties.”

“Well. To us it doesn’t mean anything. Go be gone for another few weeks if you want. But to Fontaine you’re also the former Acting Grand Sage, so…”

“So? I quit several months ago.”

Everyone looks at each other and shrugs.

“We don’t know. But it meant something to the Court of Fontaine. They got scared.”

“Fine. But why would they think I was dead? If you were pressured into sending our General Mahamatra, surely he would have put that waste of a case to rest.”

Here, they have to explain that no. It didn’t. It really didn’t. Much to everyone’s confusion and annoyance.

“You’ve the patience of something godly,” Dehya says to Cyno. “You were being questioned left, right, center, to your face and behind it and you kept your cool.”

“That’s our General Mahamatra,” Nahida and Kaveh say as Cyno shrugs the praise off.

“Putting aside all of the other reasons for why there was no reason to be alarmed or consider me dead, missing, or otherwise…why would they question our General Mahamatra’s judgement? There is no one better to consult with on supposedly missing scholars.”

Here, they explain the abrupt disappearance without any traces to suggest where Al-Haitham might have gone, which caused a level of alarm.

“But they called the General Mahamatra in. I’m sure you were able to track me, as always.”

“I did. I tracked you to Petrichor and the hole into the sea.”

“So you all knew where I was exactly. How could I be considered missing if I knew where I was, and if you knew where I was?”

“That’s what we were saying!”

“There was some blood found at the scene,” Cyno explains.

Al-Haitham squints, clearly waiting for Cyno to add something to that. When he doesn’t Al-Haitham impatiently asks, “And you thought it was mine? Did you check?”

“It was a non-significant amount of blood. It wasn’t worth checking. Was it yours?”

“Most likely not. I didn’t receive any injuries when we went into the sea. It might have been someone else from the group. But if it was, the injury was so minor it never got brought up as an issue. In any case. I’m clearly not dead. And I’m going back to Petrichor. I’ve got a remnant of consciousness to interview before it swims off too far.”

With that Al-Haitham cinches his bag shut and walks right back out of the study.

“Write to me lots!” Nahida calls out, floating after him. “Or better yet, think of me very strongly at least once while you’re down there so I know where to look for myself!”

“Take some of the dried fruit,” Dehya and Cyno call out. “There’s too much of it.”

“Mail me the damn samples and notes! Express delivery! I’ll pay for it! Are you listening to me? Hey!” Kaveh yells over her. “I’ve got a deadline and bills to pay!”

  


