
A Consensual Workplace Situationship

Summary for the Chapter:
“I’m going to kill him,” Kaveh says. He thinks that he sounds very calm. Very collected. Much more reasonable and rational than Tighnari, who’s still in the process of trying to claw his way past the halo of his car while Cyno and the rest of his team try to calm him down.

“Before you kill him, there’s just one thing we need to remind you both,” Cyno says, voice coming in double from the radio that Kaveh’s trying to pull out of his ear and from where he is on the other side of the garage.

“What?”

“You literally begged him to sign,” Dehya says, leaning around the partition. “Begged him.”





“I’m going to kill him,” Kaveh says. He thinks that he sounds very calm. Very collected. Much more reasonable and rational than Tighnari, who’s still in the process of trying to claw his way past the halo of his car while Cyno and the rest of his team try to calm him down.

“Before you kill him, there’s just one thing we need to remind you both,” Cyno says, voice coming in double from the radio that Kaveh’s trying to pull out of his ear and from where he is on the other side of the garage.

“What?”

“You literally begged him to sign,” Dehya says, leaning around the partition. “Begged him.”

“Nearly hands and knees begged him,” Cyno says solemnly. “At one point I think you even broke into his hotel room and plastered the entire washroom with copies of the last page of the contract with the place he needed to sign highlighted.”

This is only a mild exaggeration. But that was Kaveh of nearly six months ago, when their team was on the brink of being dissolved.

Both their drivers out of commission due to injury, no team principal because the last one had to retire for health (sanity) reasons, sponsors pulling left and right as a result, and their rankings plummeting to an all-time low with their reserve drivers showing terrible results in the last half of the season.

Kaveh did not sink almost his entire life’s savings and pretty much his entire foreseeable future signing on as Chief Engineer for Sumeru’s premier F1 racing team, Wisdom, dragging it out of last position kicking and screaming into the modern age of racing. 

Cyno deserved a better team, Dehya deserved a spot on the grid, Tighnari did not deserve the grief he was getting, and the rest of the crew didn’t deserve to see all of the blood, sweat, and tears they poured into every season laughed at as a matter of course.

And then everything went to shit when Azar was found guilty of trading secrets, sabotaging cars, and pretty much acting as a puppet for the Snezhnaya team to do whatever the hell they want. Azar was, of course, thrown out and banned with heavy fines and actual criminal charges. Naphis took over, and that would have been fine but the man had been thrown in charge of a team that’s had its resources drained for literal decades, all of its best talents fucked up, and all of its current processes and infrastructure purposefully set up in ways that actively shot the team in the foot.

Kaveh gives Naphis credit where it’s due. He never wanted to be the team principal, but he gave it a go and set his head down and tried pretty much everything in the book to get them back on track to start winning points instead of keeping nineteenth and twentieth warm.

And this included signing Kaveh as the new Chief Engineer, managing to talk Cyno and Dehya into staying on as drivers rather than going to any other team, convincing Candace to come out of retirement as a new strategist, and signing on a lot of other talent—including Tighnari.

With Naphis at the helm, Wisdom has slowly crawled its way from dead-last zero points in Constructor’s and Driver’s Championships, to being at the heels of entering the mid-field as viable challengers for third overall.

It’s been a long, long walk to the back of the paddock every fucking year but with Naphis at the helm it had been getting shorter and shorter.

And then Cyno got fucking brake tapped during the Liyue Harbor city street race at the worst possible moment, sending him and the car hurtling over the barriers into the harbor itself. And then a few races later, Dehya’s car was flipped in a bad tyre-to-tyre incident and went skidding across the track, into the gravel pits, over a barrier, and straight into a wall—the car bursting into flames along the way.

It’s a miracle that either driver survived it, and it’s a miracle that both drivers are determined to still get back on the track after that. But in the mean time, Wisdom was out two drivers and had to pull in their reserves. Their reserves did not do well. 

Naphis had to announce his resignation at the end of the season. Kaveh couldn’t blame him. The season literally aged him. There’s literal photographic evidence of it. The man lost his eyebrows. He got so stressed he lost eyebrows.

But that left them down a team principal and two drivers, with said drivers determined to get back on track but that would only happen if the team survived long enough for them to fully recover.

So Kaveh turned to the last person anyone would think to turn to in the situation, the last person Kaveh would want to turn to in the situation, but literally the only person he could think of: Al-Haitham.

Al-Haitham was a decent driver all the way through F2, then he quit rather than sign with anyone and became a race commentator and pit-lane correspondent instead. Easier on the ears and much more relaxing on the body, he said, as though he weren’t going through the same terrible jet-lag the rest of them did during the racing season when they had to fly all over Teyvat to meet every race week.

“We need a driver!” Kaveh said, trying to shove the contract underneath the door for Al-Haitham to sign. “Come on. I know you have a valid super license still. Literally every time you hit a track the entire paddock hears about it and gets annoyed because you won’t sign with anyone. Your lap times are unfair.”

“You also have a valid super license,” Al-Haitham pointed out, as he shoved the papers back out. “You get in the car for practice more than any engineer has a right to. You also have Tighnari.”

“Tighnari does not have a super license.”

“He drove as one of the safety cars in Le Mans and Formula E before he stepped down to work telemetry and research as part of the Wisdom team. He can pass the exam and that experience would be allowed to roll over. The FIA would permit it because he’s Tighnari. Also they don’t want Wisdom to be forced to disband as much as you do, it’s one of the oldest teams on the track.”

“Driving the safety car has to literally be at the very edge of counting as qualifying. I don’t think it even counts of the experience—it was years ago.”

“The season windows were extended because of the Inazuma lock-down. It counts. Besides, even if they didn’t count, based on the fact that he’s one of the most influential names in the sport due to his research contributions and strategy developments those requirements would be waived. You need to exploit the old connections this team has more.”

“Why are you so up to date on the licensing qualifications?”

“It’s my job to be. Stop acting like a child. You have two drivers, your season is set. You’ve got Faruzan and she’s more than capable of taking over for you in the interim as Chief Engineer. You and Tighnari are both just as capable as holding your own in the mid-field as anyone else. Wisdom won’t be seeing podium this year, but at least you won’t be dead last like you were before Naphis came in. Just crawl along, keep your sponsors happy, and don’t blow your entire budget until Dehya and Cyno can return to the track. It’s only a few months, you might even have them back by summer break.”

“We’d still be short people,” Kaveh complained, sitting with his back to Al-Haitham’s door, rubbing the heel of his hand against his forehead. “If you won’t drive then can you come on as…I can’t believe I’m saying this. But can you come on as an interim team principal? It’d be an even better deal for you. You wouldn’t be behind the wheel. All you have to do is show up for the press conferences, the principal meetings, nod, say absolutely nothing useful to anyone, and nothing else. It’s what you do anyway. Come on. You’re the only one I can trust to do this. Please?”

Well. Kaveh’s eating his words now, isn’t he?

“What was that?” Kaveh snaps, as soon as Al-Haitham comes into view. “What the hell was that?”

Kaveh doesn’t think anyone expected their races this season to go well. Not until Cyno and Dehya got back. And the first race of the season is always a little questionable because everyone’s still fine-tuning their cars. 

This years cars did fine during testing, and Kaveh and Tighnari had rough, but decent enough qualifiers to get in at twelfth and fifteenth at starting grid. Not as good as Cyno and Dehya could have done by a long shot, but certainly much better than literally anyone was expecting from drivers who hadn’t officially driven since their F3 and F2 days. 

But today’s track was a fucking mess. There’s no other words to describe it except maybe “shit show”.

Tighnari got a five second penalty that no one thought to contest based on a perceived illegal overtake.

(“We’ve been served a five second penalty that we’ll serve at pit—“

“For what?”

“When you box next there will be a five second—“

“For what?!”)

Then later, when the safety car came out both Kaveh and Tighnari were told to pit at the same time, pulling Kaveh out of eleventh and Tighnari out of eighth. Except the pit was only supposed to be for Tighnari, and for reasons Kaveh needs to know very badly, his race engineer had somehow confused the box scenarios.

(“Safety car is out. Box, box.”

“Copy.”

Then Kaveh’s radio burst back to life. Kaveh could hear Al-Haitham in the background, close enough he must have been physically breathing down the back of Kaveh’s engineer’s neck, snapping out something sharp even as Kaveh’s race engineer quickly blurted out to try and correct himself, “Stay out, stay out, stay out, stay out—“

Except Kaveh had already turned into the pit lane and it was too late for him to even cut across the green and gravel to get back on track.

“What? You tell me that now? It’s too late! I’m in! It’s too fucking late! I’m here!”)

Then there was a failure to switch to wet tires that caused both Kaveh and Tighnari to aquaplane. 

In the team’s defense, only three drivers had switched to wet tires once the rain started to come down, and Tighnari and Kaveh were both already on fresh tires from the mistaken safety car pit stop. Tighnari had just managed to make it back into tenth and Kaveh was stubbornly hanging onto eleventh, playing defense to make sure Tighnari’s fight for tenth was as easy as possible without twelfth trying for the overtake. 

Also, the previous forecast hadn’t been anticipating heavy rain, just a possible drizzle. Kaveh and Tighnari had talked with the team about it and adjusted the scenarios just that morning.

(“If we’re close to points, do not box us for wet,” Kaveh had insisted with Cyno’s nod of approval. Cyno had been reviewing with Kaveh and Tighnari during their simulations and he knew their measure. “Faruzan and I have reviewed this year’s car specs for light wet conditions and we should be good. Besides, Tighnari’s got experience driving in wet.”

Al-Haitham, eyes closed, arms crossed, simply nodded as the race engineers scribbled their notes and the rest of the analysts adjusted the scenarios on their computers. “Don’t look at me. They know their experience. Let’s hope for light wet, if any wet at all.”

“Ah, you’ve just jinxed it,” Kaveh couldn’t help but joke even as the bright morning sun shone down through the meeting room windows without a cloud in sight.)

It was not a drizzle that came down, but a full on downpour. And it came suddenly—one moment faint clouds with a light drizzle that seemed to be moving on, and then the next a torrential flooding of water turning the track into a giant deathtrap. 

None of the cars on the track were ready for it, even the drivers who had switched to wet tires were struggling to get grip. 

Tighnari and Kaveh were driving through spray and downpour. With a tight fight for points positions still ongoing someone somewhere ahead of them aquaplaned around a chicane. That caused a huge pile up of cars just skidding and aquaplaning into the gravel one after another. Tighnari and Kaveh aquaplaned at the same time trying to avoid each other and everyone else. Thankfully neither of them crashed and were able to drive themselves out of the gravel and back onto the track to continue, but as Tighnari has succinctly said it over team coms—

“I’m fine, but fuck! Where did we drop?”

By the end of the race, Kaveh and Tighnari’s nerves were fucking shot. At one point after hearing his engineer say, “Push. Push. It’s alright to push more. Push.” Kaveh remembers yelling back, “I have a car up my ass, do not talk to me right now. Let me drive.”

Tighnari, apparently, was a little more succinct than that, and snarled, “Shut up and let me drive. No more radio.”

Now, to be very fair to Al-Haitham, it’s not entirely his fault. 

A lot of the things happening on track were not directly related to him, just…tangentially related to him. Or people around him. What was going on with the team radio? Who called it on these pit stops and the lack of contest?

Also, in an attempt at calming his temper so Kaveh doesn’t yell at their team principal right in the middle of the garage, Kaveh has to concede that Al-Haitham does, also, look incredibly annoyed. Which means, internally, he must be spitting mad. 

Knowing Al-Haitham, he must be livid about all of the things that went wrong in completely unnecessary ways, that would not have gone wrong if he were simply the one to do it.

All of those things that Al-Haitham could have probably handled on his own if he could, except one man does not an entire team make. There’s only so much one person can do at any given time. Kaveh honestly thinks that this is the real reason why Al-Haitham quit racing and went straight into commentary and reporting. Commentary and reporting aren’t exactly team ventures.

(Once, famously, when he was still racing in F2, Al-Haitham told his engineer to “stop inventing things” when he kept getting new strategy flung at him to recover from a horrendous start. And then, later on in the same race, “Don’t talk to me.”

And another time, after losing his left front wing his crew asked him, “Can you report on the status of your front wing?” Al-Haitham answered dryly, “I cannot see the front of the car from inside of it. You tell me.”)

And, well. No one can say that they’d envy him for having to be the one to go out to face the press after this.

Tighnari, meanwhile, has successfully wrestled his helmet and radio off and is loudly proclaiming, “I’m never getting in a car again. I remember now why I quit after F2. It’s not fucking worth it. I’m staying in the garage as part of the crew or I’m leaving. Get a different driver.”

“You’re not leaving until I get to leave,” Al-Haitham says, arms crossed, jaw tight. “And if you do walk then I’m walking right after you.”

Tighnari and Kaveh both open their mouths to—well. Tighnari to protest, probably. Kaveh just wants to get his hands around Al-Haitham’s neck and find out what the fuck he was doing here, exactly. 

Because sure, he’s acting team principal, emphasis on the acting. Temporary, yes. And yes, the team is aware that he’s mostly just here as a warm body. But also—what the fuck? Did he really just sit around here and watch as the team imploded?



“Are you nineteenth and twentieth?” Al-Haitham asks before either of them can say anything. 

“What?”

“I said, are you nineteenth and twentieth?”

Everyone goes quiet, staring at them as Al-Haitham meets their eyes. Under the artificial lights of the garage, Al-Haitham’s unusual eyes stand out all the more, lit bright from within and sharpened by the determined set of his mouth and stubbornness of his furrowed brows.

“The answer is no.”

Al-Haitham’s brilliant eyes sweep over the crew to land on Tighnari.

“Tighnari, you haven’t been on an F1 circuit as a racer before but you held your own to take points position not just once, but three times, ultimately securing the team tenth. That’s one point more than anyone out there,” Al-Haitham jerks his thumb over his shoulder towards the rest of the paddock, “thought we’d get this season.”

Then Al-Haitham turns towards Kaveh, all of that brilliance stunning as he levels the fullness of his focus onto Kaveh. All the words and momentum Kaveh had been gathering during those last frustrating laps dies instantly. 

“And you. You didn’t get points position and no one expected it. But no one expected you to get fastest lap and that the driver champion hopefuls for the season couldn’t beat you by point five. And you were critical for getting Tighnari into points position not just once, but three times. Most importantly you helped him hold that position against some of the favorite drivers on the track. No one was expecting you to be able to do that. It was a scenario everyone here came up with based on your two different fields of expertise and driving styles, but not one that anyone actually thought would be viable in real time outside of simulation and theory.”

The entire garage goes quiet. Kaveh would be the last person to call Al-Haitham an optimist, but the things he’s said are all very true.  

Yes. Kaveh doesn’t feel very great after this race and he spent most of it angry and feeling like the universe was mocking him with everything possible going wrong at once in the most humiliating way it could.

But the results speak.

Tighnari got the team one point. He beat half the grid to cling onto points position. And Kaveh somehow managed to funnel all of his desperate fury into landing fastest lap.

The talk of this season was about how Wisdom would crash and burn in the most agonizingly slow way possible. And that’s what Kaveh and the rest of the team have been hoping, praying, scraping together every hope and prayer and last chance to avoid so they can get Cyno and Dehya back on the track again.

This did not necessarily mean scoring points. It does not mean winning the Constructor’s Championship or the Driver’s Championship. It just means hanging on without staying in dead last so that their sponsors don’t pull.

“If I were not on this team this year and I was still at my normal job reporting and commentating, I would of course mention the multiple team failures in communication and scenario use,” Al-Haitham continues, eyes flicking to the side where the engineers and strategists are, then to the other side where the pit crews have gone still and quiet. “I would be discussing with the other strategists and asking the other teams what they thought of your performance, and how the mistakes made on the track impacted that performance. I would be asking what it might have been like if Cyno or Dehya were behind the wheel, and the team’s outlook for the season. I would discuss and highlight how this season is about Wisdom hanging onto the ankles of the mid-field if it kills them because anything less than that and there might not be a team next year and how you all clearly know that and it’s made you desperate and sloppy—prone to panic and simple mistakes that a team as old and historied as this one should never have been vulnerable to start with.”

Kaveh winces, so do several members of the team. He can just imagine it now. Al-Haitham’s not a commentator or interviewer known for pulling his punches. He doesn’t flatter, he doesn’t joke, he just goes out there and he asks the question and says the things that everyone already knows and waits for whatever answer he might get. It’s part of why he’s so popular. 

The other reporters might take five minutes to dither around and create the set up for a specific question that they word cleverly, but in that time Al-Haitham’s asked three questions that feel like gut-punches and will cut off and pin down any attempts to escape without a definite and concrete answer. Al-Haitham is merciless with the truth and how he gets it.

Some people would say that when Al-Haitham was racing he was aggressive, like a bird of prey diving without hesitance or reserve, a single shot straight through the track that cut out all inefficiency and paid no mind to the rest, talons outstretched to seize victory.

Those people would readily take it back once they see Al-Haitham in his true element, using word to spear down the squirming and rabbit-hearted truths that feel like the flaying of skin to put out.

In order to know how you’re doing, you look into a mirror. There are sayings that the mirror lies, but Al-Haitham is the mirror that will never deign to lie.

If you need to gauge how you’re really doing, without the bias of reporters, media, your own crew, or your investors…just look for a comment from Al-Haitham.

So if Al-Haitham says something was good, by god you better believe it was good. And if it wasn’t good…well. He’ll lay it all out for you in the plainest and most unavoidable ways possible.

“However,” Al-Haitham continues, “it is also worth discussing that despite all of those failures, technical and otherwise, Wisdom fought for tenth and held onto it. And held fastest lap with a not-insignificant margin. The car,” Al-Haitham turns towards the one Tighnari just wrestled his way out of, “this year is good. It’s a solid design and that’s because Faruzan and Kaveh know their business. Their positions might have changed, but that has not. Clearly. Naphis made the right call in hiring you both on and giving you what was essentially free reign.”

Then Al-Haitham turns back towards Kaveh and Tighnari. “And you two also clearly make up for your lack in real-time official experience with the sheer stubborn tenacity to not lose, which we all know is what makes a good driver. Although I am sure that your race engineers and most of the people tuning into the broadcast at home would appreciate less cursing.”

Cyno, here, does say softly, fondly, “I think some of it was medically necessary cursing. For sanity’s sake.”

“Most of it was for sanity’s sake,” Tighnari mutters, although most of the tension has been reluctantly eased from his body and he no longer looks like he’s so mad his teeth could set off sparks. “It was that or get black flagged.”

“Speaking frankly—“

“You weren’t before?”

“This entire seasons is going to be shit,” Al-Haitham says flatly. Kaveh’s brows raise at the unusually crass language. “Everyone here is playing a role they aren’t meant to be or acting support for someone who is, covering the gaps. It is not going to be a clean, unremarkable, or even bland season. It is going to be a painful fight and we all know it. Just like how we all know that this team is going to get through it, even if it kills me.”

“You?” Dehya interjects, a surprised laugh spilling from her.

Al-Haitham nods solemnly. “I am not walking out into that bloodbath of reporters every week just to end up saying that we’re quitting or falling out of the season. I did not sign up to suffer fruitlessly. Tighnari just got this team one point by the skin of his teeth despite a clear disadvantage with his lack of experience and the team’s disorganization, and that is what I’m going to be loudly enthused about when I face the cameras today.”

“Do you know how to be loudly enthused?” Kaveh asks. 

Al-Haitham, bless him, seems to actually think that one over seriously. And then he amends himself, still very serious which means that the team really should watch the sound-byte afterwards for at least one laugh, “I will be annoyingly blasé about the win that no one ever expected from us.”

“You sure know how to make someone feel special,” Dehya sighs, shaking her head as she leans against one of the computer tables. “Great pep talk, boss.”

“You hired me to keep reporters off of the rest of you by stonewalling them,” Al-Haitham points out. “The rest of you can make yourselves feel better on your own time.”

Kaveh sighs, he can’t even be mad anymore, which somehow feels like an incredible loss. But a loss that he can laugh about. This is a loss he doesn’t think he minds half as much as he ought to.

Kaveh goes to walk with Al-Haitham and a few of Al-Haitham’s assistants towards the waiting press, slinging his arm around Al-Haitham’s shoulder even as the man tries to elbow him away—

“You reek,” Al-Haitham says, nose wrinkling even as Kaveh just presses them tighter together.

“Team solidarity,” Kaveh says easily. They really should have celebrated tenth properly rather than letting that absolute victory being overshadowed by the rest of the aptly titled shit show. Although, even if the team had celebrated when Tighnari crossed the line, he doesn’t think anyone except maybe Dehya would have been brave enough to hug Al-Haitham about it. “Anyway. Have I mentioned yet that I hate how you’re actually perfect for this job? But you’re only perfect for it now that we’re at maybe our literal worst.”

“I would argue your literal worst was when you were a puppet team unknowingly being controlled to rig races for another team to win,” Al-Haitham says, Kaveh’s tart and perfectly honest voice of reason. He’s got all the properties of using alcohol as a disinfectant. “If you’d asked for me to join after that there was no amount of begging, bribing, or bullying you could have done to get me to go along with it. It’s career suicide. Naphis was just too polite to say it. And also incredibly fortunate he came out of it with hair on his head. Even if he now has an unfortunate lack of eyebrow.”

Ah, you’ve really got to be a masochist of some kind to be in this business. Kaveh squeezes Al-Haitham again, the fondness easing the sting of today’s mess.

“As if anyone could bully you. And if anyone tries it, let me know and I’ll bully them back for you,” Kaveh says. “I can’t have anyone scaring you off. What would I do without you?”

“You’d do fine,” Al-Haitham says with that signature sincerity of his that makes Kaveh sometimes feel like he’s going to pop like a burst tyre. “Don’t do anything.” He glances at Kaveh, expression going serious. “Really. I know it’s hard for you to keep your nose out of someone else’s business, but there’s no reserve driver waiting in the wings if you get penalized for ripping the head off of someone in the press pit just because you think they were unfair to me. They’re the press and as team principal it’s my job to face them.”

Al-Haitham turns suddenly towards one of the assistants that’s been trailing them, “Who’s it today?”

“Siraj,” the assistant answers with a grimace. It’s no secret that Siraj has been in a strange one-sided rivalry with Al-Haitham ever since Al-Haitham entered the press side of things.

“Wow. Someone out there was having the time of their lives anticipating this showdown. They probably looked forward to this more than the actual race. How many people do you think he elbowed out of the way to get first go? Alright, well you listen to your own advice then,” Kaveh warns, eyebrows raising as Al-Haitham pinches the bridge of his nose and lets out a hiss of frustration through his teeth. “We don’t have back up drivers and we also don’t have a back up you. Although I don’t think you’ll have a problem running circles around him from this side of the microphone.”

“Go back to the pit and go debrief with the rest of the team,” Al-Haitham says. “And don’t rip your engineer’s head off. I’ll be back in,” Al-Haitham pauses, eyes going distant as he does his mental calculations, “ten minutes. Get me a coffee.” He passes Kaveh a key ring. “These are the keys to my office, there’s a machine in there with real coffee in the bottom drawer of the desk.”

“I’m making copies of this key and I’m exploiting the fact that you’ve got your own coffee machine and coffee for the rest of the season,” Kaveh says immediately. “Have fun with Siraj.”


Notes for the Chapter:
We’re hand waving a lot of F1 rules and guidelines for the sake of story. Just waive that disbelief for the fantasy land. I just. Listen. Raikkonen’s radio chatter dialogue is so fucking good. I just. I needed to use it in a fic somehow, somewhere, some way and so much of it fits Tighnari and Kaveh. There are a few other bits of radio chatter lifted from F1 here, but I can’t remember exactly which drivers they were (Tsunoda was one, I want to say Bottas and Sainz were another). Shout out to anyone who can match the real world team chatter to the modified dialogue here and other F1 references.





