
not like other girls

Author’s Note:
I wrote this before Kaveh and Mehrak’s release (and totally forgot about it), so this fic isn’t quite canon-compliant since I took a lot of liberties with Mehrak’s capabilities. It is fun, however, and that’s really what matters!





Tighnari would like to think that he is generally a good father.

Most evidence seems to support this, really. Collei is a sweet, well-mannered young lady, helpful and kind and hardworking. Even despite her illness, she’s always doing her best and keeping up with her studies. She is well-loved among the Forest Rangers, who speak fondly of her on every occasion they can, and she has friends as far-reaching as Mondstat. To Tighnari, who had spent weeks poring over parenting guides and combing through child development research when Cyno had dropped her off at his door, this is a source of huge pride. He is a great dad, and he knows it.

And it seems others share this opinion, as he finds out one fateful two AM when Kaveh calls him, blubbering and babbling incomprehensible nonsense about… a… baby or something?

“Slow down,” Tighnari says, groggy and rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. “I can’t understand anything you’re saying.”

“I, I don’t know what to do!” Kaveh sobs. “She won’t eat anything, and she’s just crying, and she won’t reply to me at all! Archons, I’m the worst father ever, please, please, please help!”

Father? Tighnari frowns. He wonders for a second whether he is dreaming. He’s never really done that before - dreams are still rather new in Sumeru, but luckily, the Traveler had taught him a way to tell the difference between them and reality. Quickly, he pinches his arm and is mildly shocked when it does, in fact, hurt. “Kaveh,” he says slowly. “Who exactly are you talking about?”

“My baby! Mehrak!” Kaveh sounds genuinely panicked, which is enough to make Tighnari blink fully awake and turn on his bedside lamp. “I’ve been with her for the past twelve hours, but I can’t seem to figure out what the problem is. You have a daughter, too, Tighnari! You must have some advice!”

When the hell did Kaveh and Alhaitham adopt a child? True, Tighnari has been out of the loop on Sumeru City affairs for quite a while, given the increase in Withering Zones lately, but you’d think they would have written him a letter or something telling him the good news. Or… come to think of it, they might have. Now that he remembers, it has been a while since he’s checked his mail. Curses. It’s one of the few disadvantages of living in the middle of the jungle - one can get really behind on the news. But that’s not important right now - what’s important is that Kaveh is asking him for parenting advice, and that is the one topic Tighnari loves discussing more than any other.

He fires off a series of rapid questions. “What’s her condition? How long has she been like this? What have you given her so far? What are her symptoms?”

“She’s been all weak and unresponsive for the past two days, and she won’t take any of the food I give her! I’ve tried all her favorites, and it’s not working!” Kaveh sounds near manic with worry, and Tighnari’s fatherly heart cracks in sympathy. “I don’t know what to do, Nari! Haitham and I have been scouring every book in the House of Daena, but we can’t find a single thing!”

Tighnari nods. He starts packing a bag - it might have been a while since he’s seen them, but Kaveh and Alhaitham are two of his best friends. If their daughter needs medical attention, he will do everything in his power to help. “First things first. We need to get some food in her. I have this vegetable soup recipe that I make for Collei whenever she feels too sick to eat - I can tell you the - “

“SOUP?” Kaveh’s voice explodes through the line, full of so much horror and indignation that for a second, Tighnari wonders if he’d accidentally offered to feed their kid poison instead. “Now is not the time for jokes, Tighnari! Are you trying to kill her?”

“I, uh… what?” Tighnari says, because it is too early for this. He shakes his head, searching for clarity - he did say soup, right? “Does she have any allergies or anything? What do you usually feed her?”

“5W-30 Extended Performance, usually, but I’ve also tried Ultra Platinum and All-Mileage GTX,” Kaveh says, with far too much sincerity and grief to be joking. “She doesn’t like any of them! Just cries and throws it up again. I don’t know what’s wrong - they’re the most expensive ones I had on hand!”

Tighnari nods slowly, trying to decipher these words. Are those baby formula names? They aren’t any baby formulas he’s ever heard of, but then again, Collei was way past formula when she came under his care, and he isn’t very up-to-date on the new brands. Giving up, he picks up the Akasha terminal on his bedside table. He doesn’t use it often - his line of work doesn’t really require it - but it should help explain what Kaveh means.

One horrifying, stomach-dropping search later, Tighnari drops the terminal, lifts his phone with shaky hands, and asks, “Kaveh… are you feeding your kid motor oil?”

“Yes,” Kaveh says, and he has the audacity to sound slightly annoyed about it. “It’s what they eat. I just can’t figure out what type to use now.”

Holy fuck. Tighnari knows Kaveh has a tendency to be a little loose and reckless at times, and perhaps he’s rather cruel once in a while when he is insulting Alhaitham for taking his keys, but feeding babies engine oil was not something he’d ever attribute to the architect in his wildest dreams. Tighnari clears his throat and hits the record function on his Akasha - Kaveh is his friend, yes, but a child’s life is at stake here. “I’m sorry. Say that again. What do you feed your kid?”

Kaveh huffs out a sigh. “I don’t have time for this, Nari! It’s 5W-30 Extended - “

“Which is motor oil.”

“Yes, like I said before, and…”

“Okay,” Tighnari says, lightheaded, and hangs up on Kaveh midsentence.

He stands there for a few seconds, debating. Obviously, there is something horribly wrong with Kaveh. Some terrible phenomenon must have overtaken him, and he is clearly not in his right mind. And from the way he’d described the child, there isn’t much time left. The situation seems dire - but he needs more information.

He dials another number. It takes several attempts to get through, but then finally, he is greeted with a gruff, “It’s two AM, Tighnari.”

“Hey,” Tighnari says through the phone, not wasting any time on further greeting. “Your husband says you feed your kid motor oil.”

“Yeah,” Alhaitham replies, far too quickly. “It’s good for her. What about it?”

Well, that confirms everything. Tighnari’s final hopes had hinged on the fact that Kaveh can get a little wild while drinking and spout some insane nonsense, and perhaps this was all just some cursed fantasy conjured in a drunken stupor, but Alhaitham is not the type to get that blindly drunk at this hour. If anything, he sounds perfectly clear and sober, if a little sleep-deprived. Which means he’s an accomplice. Which means that Tighnari cannot waste his time speaking to him any longer.

He hangs up on Alhaitham and dials Cyno. His fingers shake, and he misses the keys several times in his panic, but finally he manages to get the call through.

Cyno, as expected, picks up immediately and with perfect, awake clarity. “Nari? What’s wrong?”

“Cyno, you have to arrest Kaveh. And Alhaitham.” Tighnari tries to keep his voice from shaking. The image of that sweet baby reappears in his mind, along with pictures of Collei - if anyone did anything like that to his daughter…

No. His daughter did suffer through similar experiments, and he’d put an arrow through the head of anyone trying anything similar, even if they were his friends just a few minutes ago. He steadies his voice, trying to keep his calm. “I have evidence that they are doing horrible… just awful things to a baby, and…”

“Hold on,” Cyno says. “This is Kaveh we’re talking about, right? Kaveh, who went broke trying to feed starving kids? That Kaveh?”

“Yes! I don’t know what happened to him, but I have crystal clear evidence that he’s been committing awful atrocities against a child under his care. Listen to this!” Tighnari hits play on his recording, and the sounds of Kaveh’s damning confession fills the air.

Silence follows. Tighnari allows Cyno this time to absorb what he’d just heard. Certainly, he must be in shock. Who wouldn’t? Who would have ever thought sweet, kind, boisterous Kaveh to be capable of such a disgusting, horrific -

“I guess it must have just slipped their minds,” Cyno says, purely deadpan, zero emotion in his voice. “Get it? Because oil is slippery?”

Tighnari cannot believe his ears. “Cyno, THIS IS NOT THE - “

“I know. I’m sorry.” There’s a pause. “You just seemed very distraught. I wanted to ease the tension a little. I will… work on that.”

Despite everything, Tighnari is a little touched. Sometimes, Cyno can be just the sweetest. When he’s not being a terrifying, badass, murderous General, of course. “Thank you, but the child - “

“I am on it,” Cyno says. “I will investigate thoroughly and get back to you. Rest assured, this matter is as good as settled.”

Tighnari breathes out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” A pause, then, “You can bet I’ll make sure this baby olives through this.”

“CYNO,” Tighnari yells, so loud that the birds shoot from the trees and lights start coming on as confused Forest Rangers awaken, and Cyno takes that as his cue to hang up.


Nahida rather enjoys nighttime walks.

There’s something about wandering Sumeru City in the few hours of dawn where it is quiet, when all that is left is birdsong and peace and the cold stone beneath her feet. The world seems so much more vibrant, her senses sharpened by the lack of crowds. The air smells crisp, like dew and leaves and delicious chill, and Nahida bathes in the glory of the wind in her hair and the simple darkness enveloping her.

It’s so soothing. So peaceful. So quiet and simple and - HOLY CRAP WHY THERE IS A GIANT PURPLE METEOR ZOOMING TOWARD HER?

In a very un-Archon-like fashion, Nahida throws her hands over her face and shrieks bloody murder. She’s only five hundred years old! She’s too young to die! She’s only just escaped her stupid little green pod, this isn’t fair!

But then nothing hits her. And slowly, she puts her arms down and realizes that it’s Cyno, the General Mahamatra, staring down at her, his electro energy dimming as he lowers his spear apologetically.

“Uh,” he says, “My apologies.”

Nahida stares at him for several seconds, trying to regain her calm. A blush comes over her face as she realizes how she’d just reacted. “Oh. No, I… I apologize for my reaction. I didn’t expect anyone else to be out here at this hour.”

As if realizing something, Cyno’s eyes narrow at her. “Pardon me if this is impudent, but… you are Sumeru’s Archon. Perhaps you might know what has happened to Kaveh and Alhaitham to cause them to do this?”

Nahida blinks at Cyno. “I’m sorry?”

Cyno sighs. “Here, let me just show you Tighnari’s recording…”

Nahida listens. Frowns. Listens again.

And then realization dawns upon her.

“Oh,” she says. “Oh dear. This is… quite the situation.”

“I know,” says Cyno, who clearly doesn’t quite have a full grasp of what is going on. “I must arrest them before this goes any further. If you would like to join me as a witness…”

“Oh, no, no! There’s no need for all that!” Nahida waves her hands, biting back laughter. “Actually, I might have exactly the thing for this. Come with me…”


“How is she?”

Alhaitham’s voice is soft, comforting despite the dark circles under his eyes and the worry in his voice. He sits on the couch beside Kaveh, running a hand through his blond locks.

Kaveh’s eyes are red from crying, but there are still tears streaming down his cheeks. “Nothing, and Tighnari won’t pick up my calls no matter what I do. I… I don’t know how to help her, Haitham. Sh-She’s clearly in so much pain, and…”

His voice breaks into sobs. Carefully, Alhaitham wraps his arms around him, careful of the bundle in his arms. There is motor oil all over Kaveh’s clothes and on his face, but for once, Alhaitham can ignore that.

“What should we do?” Kaveh’s voice is a whisper. “At this rate, she’s going to… She might…”

“Pardon the intrusion,” Nahida says chirpily, appearing right in the middle of the living room. “Sorry - sorry, you weren’t answering your door, and - please stop screaming, you’ll wake the neighbors - anyway, hi, good to see you!”

“Lesser Lord Kusanali?!” Kaveh shrieks, his voice hitting a pitch nearly high enough to shatter glass. “What - How - “

“Uh… Umm…” Nahida thinks for a second, then tries for a jazzy hand wave. “Your prayers have been answered, I guess?”

Kaveh and Alhaitham stare at her with wide, bloodshot eyes. Neither of them say a word. Honestly, it’s really creepy.

“Um,” Nahida says, then loses sight of what to say next. She looks up at Cyno, who had teleported in with her, for help.

Predictably, he decides to get right to the point. “Where’s the baby?” His spear crackles with electricity, and he lifts it menacingly. “Quickly.”

“I, um…” Kaveh blinks at Cyno, then Nahida, then shrugs and lifts the bundle in his arms. “… Here?”

Cyno looks. He stares for a long time, then looks at Nahida.

“That is a suitcase,” he says.

“Her name,” Kaveh snaps immediately, “is Mehrak.”

Cyno doesn’t look at him. He just keeps his gaze on Nahida. His expression says, Clearly they have gone mad.

“No, that’s totally Mehrak,” Nahida says. “She’s really cute. Hi, Mehrak.”

To Cyno’s surprise, the suitcase peeps out a couple little musical beeps, and a small face flickers into view. It flashes a couple times, as if glitching, and then vanishes. Kaveh looks devastated, Haitham closes his eyes in pain, Nahida smiles awkwardly, and Cyno thinks he is going to kill someone.

“I came all the way here because your suitcase is out of battery?” he demands, all the fury of hell in his voice. The spear in his hand crackles, and Nahida readies herself to stop him. Kaveh, however, reacts more quickly, bristling.

“How dare you - Mehrak is not a suitcase, she is our daughter, and I thought you were here to help, not cast meaningless judgement on an innocent child!”

“Everyone, please calm down,” Nahida says soothingly. “I promise, there is a perfectly good explanation for all of this - “

“He’s calling a suitcase his daughter. Clearly, he has been tampering with Forbidden Knowledge and has now gone mad.” Cyno steps forward. “It is a shame, but I must perform my duties. Now - “

In a flash of brilliant green, Alhaitham teleports in front of his husband. There are dark circles of exhaustion under his eyes, but his gaze burns as brightly as a flame. “Touch my family,” he says flatly, “and I’ll end you.”

“Okay, okay! There is no need to end anyone. Kaveh, Alhaitham, this is for you!” Nahida pushes herself in between the couple and Cyno, holding up a tiny screw with a (hopefully) reassuring smile.

Everyone pauses to look at the screw in confusion. Kaveh squints. “Is that…”

“It fell when you were performing maintenance on her a couple days ago.” Nahida shrugs. “It’s so small that you must have missed it. But it’s causing the fuel tank to leak very slightly, so the pressure inside is off, and so - “

Kaveh cuts her off by snatching the screw from her hands. There is a long pause while he examines it, turning it over and over. He looks from her to Mehrak, then back to the screw, blinking as if trying to reassure himself that this isn’t an illusion.

Slowly, his eyes fill up with tears. “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you! Sweet Archon… Wonderful Archon… I shall make sure all of your statues receive the most wonderful makeovers - no, I’ll design a separate special temple for each one - “

“Er… No need to do all that,” Nahida says. “Think of it as repayment! Alhaitham did help break me out of the Sanctuary of Surasthana. The least I could do was help fix up his daughter.”

Cyno makes a face at the word daughter. “You too, Lesser Lord Kusanali? You believe this… thing… is their child?”

Kaveh opens his mouth, probably to yell something in defense of his suitcase daughter, but Nahida manages to hold up her hands before they can wake any more neighbors. “Hey, now, let’s not judge before we meet her for ourselves, okay? Let’s get Mehrak all fixed up, and then she can meet Uncle Cyno!”

“Uncle?” Cyno asks, but Alhaitham cuts him off with a nod, relief in his eyes.

“We can use Kaveh’s workshop. Let’s go.”

Kaveh clutches the suitcase - Meh… Mehry… Mehrak, that was it - to his chest and hurries out of the room without saying another word. Alhaitham follows, and Nahida trails behind. Silence falls over the living room, broken only by Cyno’s stunned voice, the last one left.

“I’m an uncle now?”


By the time Cyno has gotten over his shock (and contemplated his entire life and the series of events leading up to him becoming an uncle to a suitcase), Kaveh has finished his repairs on Mehrak. Cyno enters the workshop to find everyone staring in pure rapture at the suitcase, which is now floating in the air. 

Then it swivels around, and then Cyno realizes it’s smiling at him.

It has… a face. Some sort of… glowing, runic face, with blinking dots for eyes. It beeps at him cheerfully, and Kaveh beams. He reaches up and pats it. “Mehrak, this is your Uncle Cyno! He can’t understand your voice quite yet, so try writing to him, okay?”

The suitcase beeps again, and to Cyno’s surprise, words appear across its face in the same glowing, runic font that had made up its smile: Hello, Uncle Cyno. I am Mehrak.

“Um,” Cyno says as everyone looks at him expectantly. “Hi. I am… Cyno. As you know. I…” He searches for something, anything, to lessen the awkwardness of the situation. “I guess your illness just turned out to be a minor cog, huh?”

Silence. Everyone stares at him, expressions ranging between confusion and horror.

No matter. Cyno is used to having to explain his jokes. “Like cough. Because cog sounds like cough. And she’s a machine. And machines have…”

He is interrupted by a series of high-pitched beeps. Mehrak’s screen displays the words HAHAHAHA, and then Uncle Cyno is so funny! and then it switches back to her expression, very clearly delighted by and laughing at his joke.

Cyno thinks he is tearing up. No, he is tearing up. His voice cracks, and he puts a hand over his heart to steady it. “She thinks I’m funny.”

Alhaitham looks at Mehrak, frowning. “You don’t need to lie to spare his feelings, Mehrak. I told you. Honesty is the key to a simple life.”

Mehrak beeps. I’m not lying. Tell me another one, Uncle Cyno.

“She wants to hear another one,” Cyno croaks. To think he’d doubted this sweet, gentle, kind young child. This perfect, wonderful being. Quickly, he racks his brain for another joke - he can’t disappoint the only happy audience he’s ever had! “You know, if you could eat salads, I bet your favorite topping would be wrench. You know, like ran - “

“We get it, Cyno,” Kaveh says quickly, even as Mehrak erupts into a fit of adorable, beeping laughter. Cyno has to wipe away a tear. His niece is the most wonderful, sweet, glorious person that has ever existed. He is the luckiest uncle alive.

“Are you crying?” Alhaitham asks, his voice rather flat but holding a note of astonishment. He looks like he doesn’t know whether to be annoyed or concerned.

“I would die for her,” Cyno says solemnly, with all the truth in his heart. “Forgive me for ever thinking otherwise.”

“Well,” Nahida says after a pause, “that was… easy. You’re all very accepting folks.”

“What is there to accept?” Cyno asks. “She is a wonderful child, and Alhaitham and Kaveh are incredible parents. I can see nothing else.”

Nahida nods slowly. She decides against informing him that perhaps anyone else might find it a little more surprising that Alhaitham and Kaveh have, well, a sentient suitcase for a daughter. She’d even readied herself for all the questions: stuff like how in the world is it alive or where did you find her. But, well, perhaps this is fine. As long as they’re all happy.

“Well,” Nahida says, “I have some Archon duties to take care of, so if you don’t need anything else…”

Her words go unnoticed. Cyno is now tossing a giggling(?) Mehrak up and down in true uncle fashion, Kaveh is fidgeting with concern watching this, and Alhaitham is sighing and stepping forward to put a stop to it. It is a rather adorable sight. Just like a real family.

Heart warm, a smile on her face, Nahida departs to finish her nightly walk.


“How is the baby?”

Tighnari sounds terrified, and it takes Cyno a few minutes to remember that he’d neglected to update him on the situation. “She’s fine,” he says through the line. “Happy and healthy. Also, she really likes my jokes.”

A pause on the other end. “… Right. I suppose I can’t expect a baby to have much taste. What happened to Kaveh and Alhaitham? Did you…”

“They’re sleeping.” Cyno pats Mehrak, who is bumping up against him sadly. She probably misses her parents, but in return for staying the night at their place, Cyno had offered to take care of her for a few hours while Alhaitham and Kaveh caught up on their sleep. He spins his spear for her - she seems to like watching the light twirl, a smile appearing on her face.

“In… prison?” Tighnari asks hesitantly. Cyno opens his mouth to answer, but is distracted when Mehrak’s face vanishes, to be replaced with the words, When is breakfast?

Kaveh had showed him how to feed her the night before, and so Cyno heads to his workshop to get the oil. He replies to Tighnari as he walks, Mehrak floating beside him cheerfully. “No, no need. It was all just a big misunderstanding.”

“So… they weren’t feeding their daughter motor oil?” Tighnari sounds very hopeful, and Cyno snorts.

“No, no, of course they were. It’s good for her. Isn’t it, Mehrak?” He exchanges a smile with her as he finds the correct bottle of motor oil and sets it on the table. “In fact, I’m feeding some to her right now.”

“What?” Tighnari asks, horrified. Cyno opens his mouth to respond, but then Mehrak looks at him hopefully and flashes I’m hungry a couple times, and he decides to focus on that instead.

“Okay, Mehrak, I’m going to have to knock you out for a bit to feed you. Here we go…”

“What? Cyno, what are you - “

Cyno switches Mehrak off, but in doing so, he accidentally knocks some of Kaveh’s tools off the table. They fall to the ground with a giant CRASH, and he sighs. “Oops.”

“Cyno? Cyno! What the hell are you doing to that child?”

Cyno reaches down to pick up the tools, and in doing so, bumps the saw on the side table. It turns on, an earsplitting noise roaring through his ears. He leaps up to turn it off, then collides with a shelf full of nails, which clatter to the ground. Tighnari yells something through the phone, inaudible over the noise of the saw, but Cyno can’t quite hear him. Given the mess, though, it’d probably be best to end the conversation here.

He clicks off the phone amid Tighnari’s screams. Best to focus on feeding Mehrak for now. After all, he can’t be the best uncle ever if his niece goes hungry, can he?

Besides, he’s sure Tighnari will understand.


Notes for the Chapter:Tighnari did not understand, and Cyno would look out the window an hour from then to find the house surrounded by matra.

… It took a very long time to explain everything to them.





