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  Aseb Faces the Sand


Aseb ran a test on the wagon part they had just crafted, measuring the smoothness in the motion of a wheel on its axle. They angled themself to hide the results from the others at the craftshop. 
Aseb’s craftwork had never failed a test, but if today was the first time, they didn’t want Lecip to see the results. With the push of a pedal, the wooden test-wheel started to whirr with Aseb’s freshly hammered ring at its center. A paintbrush affixed to its rim traced a line on the roll of paper that encircled it. Aseb rolled over a pair of clay dice in their pocket.
Lecip crept lightly by Aseb’s elbow and leaned over the rotating test setup. Her bright eyes lingered on the graceful, unjittered line for a moment. 
She said, “How dramatic you are about your crafting. We’re not all in suspense over your every test result. I don’t act like the ground will collapse every time I complete an axle.” Lecip had a sharp chin and her bouncy hair was tied high to keep it from impeding her craft duties.
“Then leave me be, Lecip. I am not being dramatic for your benefit.”
“Ah, it’s both of you at the craftshop today, is it?” Bremok, the head-crafter said as he approached. “I don’t recall that in the sign-up charts. Your regular day is tomorrow, right, Lecip?”
“I am taking my cousin’s place today,” Lecip said. “He wanted to go berry-picking.”
“He didn’t need to send a replacement. It’s only the start of the wagon-making season. There’s not that much work to do yet ...”
Aseb sighed and crossed their arms. The test completed when the test-wheel was lifted by its pulley system to the top of the axle, where it clattered noisily against a hard-stop. Aseb stopped the wheel’s rotation and tugged the paper roll loose, and went to a far corner of the craftshop to study the helical trace line.
“Lecip, you’re nearly done with the work I had planned for today. Why don’t you finish up and we can break for lunch?” Bremok said. He was tall, gray, and eagle-eyed, with a gravelly voice.
“If we have time to spare, maybe we can have another building challenge?” Lecip asked. “It’s been a year since the last one, and you always say there is no time for a contest.” Most craft shops in Ekkintoc ran a variety of contests, for apprentices and senior crafters alike, throughout the year. The councilors believed it spurred innovation. Aseb found them a distraction from competing with themself.
Aseb had won the last one against Lecip, and Lecip’s eagerness for a rematch had grown with each new skill she acquired.
“Haven’t you all outgrown such childish games?” Bremok snapped. Though Aseb had their back turned, they winced on Lecip’s behalf.
Lecip stomped back to her work station and sanded an axle with forceful, grating strokes.
Aseb couldn’t focus on the test results. They moved further out of the cobbled outdoor craftshop and sat in the soft herb patch that surrounded it. After looking around to see that they were unobserved, they pulled a pair of clay dice from their pocket. “More than six, and I will start at the top of the chart. Six or less, the bottom,” they muttered. They threw the dice. Four and one.
They started to trace their finger along the helix from the bottom, looking for the slightest kink in the sharp black line: signs of dust and grit embedding itself in the ring’s inner surface. 
“Greetings, crafts-folk! The wagon councilor told me to seek you here,” a voice called out in accented Ekkintan. A young man dressed in the flowing garb of the Ubree nomads was striding jauntily toward them.
“Did she?” Bremok asked. “Then I am glad to talk to you. What do you seek?”
“A wagon!” There was laughter in the man’s voice. “I am Evvel of the Ubree. What a remarkable craftshop. I have never had cause to come here before on my visits to Ekkintoc.”
“Please come this way. I don’t want to disturb my young apprentices.”
But Aseb turned to listen, glad to postpone the chart reading another moment. Aseb had read hundreds of charts, but today they braced themself and gathered their strength before each read. At the start of wagon-making season, Aseb’s mind had not yet settled into the correct groove, after a winter away from the anvil. Their eyes weren’t yet honed to see subtle changes in the metallic planes as they worked. 
The dexterity would return in time, if they just worked through the clumsy start, and the dread of failure that accompanied it. The dice were Aseb’s latest ploy to trick themself to start. 
This season was worse that usual. The years of perfect tests, being the top apprentice crafter—how long could it go on? The work had changed, the world had gotten more complicated. 
Years ago, Aseb had spent their craftshop days cheerfully pounding metal at the stone anvil, but now the responsibility, the inventory-keeping, hearing from Bremok about Ekkintoc’s role in supplying the continent of Ervu, weighed down upon them. They would never be Bremok, negotiating with councilors, planning a whole season of wagon making, receiving nomads’ customization requests. If not for Bremok, the whole continent of Ervu would be wagon-less. And without wagons, the winter nut stores would run low, and the supplies at the beach settlements would end. And people would die. Bremok carried that responsibility without faltering.
Whereas the mere thought of one of a single one Aseb’s axle rings traversing the reaches of Ervu made them dizzy.
Aseb struggled to focus. One day, that focus would slip. And who would they be then, if not Aseb, the reliable wagon maker?
A swirl of dust lifted off the cobbled craftshop floor, tumbling and dipping as if to taunt them. Aseb shook themself and went to join Bremok and Evvel in conversation.
“I’m in a bit of a hurry to be off to the desert,” Evvel said. He was round-cheeked and had curly hair tied in place with a string of river pebbles.
“We are happy to assist you in this unusual journey,” Bremok said, “but you must understand, we had no way of knowing the Ubree would plan a trip into the desert at the start of spring. Most peoples only use wagons for the autumn nut gathering. So we take the whole spring and summer to craft in an orderly manner.”
“Oh, of course, I understand,” Evvel said, looking sheepish. “It was this notion of mine. I so wanted to see the bloom at the mesa, and there is a day in spring when the setting sun’s light catches through the cliffs... I do not know the exact day, so we must get there early, to wait upon it. I insisted on this journey, so my people said ‘Well then, Evvel, you be the one to organize it.’ I know this is an inconvenient request, and I am so grateful—“
“All right, all right,” Bremok cut him off. “No need for so much effusion. We are just doing our jobs. Just give us the rest of the morning, and you’ll be off soon after noon.”
Evvel beamed and clasped his hands gratefully. He mumbled more thanks before stopping himself and hurried off to explore Ekkintoc.
“Come then, Aseb.” Bremok clapped their shoulder. “Let us assemble a wagon. I have one partly assembled. We’ll add your axle rings. And don’t be perturbed by Lecip’s silliness. I don’t know how many times I need to tell you that your work is excellent, before you stop worrying about it.”
But will it always be? Aseb thought. Aloud, they said, “Let me choose the best four rings I have.”

      ***Aseb sat with several test reports spread out on the herb patch. “Is this ring better or worse than the last one I looked at?” Their hand twitched toward the dice in their pocket.
“What are you doing?” Lecip asked. Her shadow fell on the charts. Aseb froze.
“What’s in your pocket? Is this how you maintain this perfect track record? By hiding the rings that fail the tests in your pocket?”
Aseb jumped to their feet. “Of course not, how dare you? If there is one thing I can do right, it is this, alright? Even with your interference and sabotage!”
Lecip’s face fell and she started back. “I would never, ever sabotage you. I do everything I can to make our wagons succeed. How could anyone think I would endanger the nomads that way?” She looked like she was about to cry.
“No, no.” Aseb sighed. “Please, Lecip, let me finish this without distraction. I don’t want to fight with you.”
Lecip rubbed her eyes.
“Evvel, here is your wagon,” Bremok said. Aseb looked up in alarm.
“Bremok, which rings did you use? I hadn’t finished ... uh, I hadn’t finished ...”
“Yes, while you two were squabbling, I finished assembling the wagon. This is the next thing you must learn, Aseb. Your work is a part of the whole. There is no point in making a perfect part if it isn’t timely enough to make it onto  the wagon. The craftshop has a rhythm, if you will listen for it, and you must let it move you.”
“I, uh, I hadn’t ...”
“Thank you, young friends!” Evvel said. “Your work will carry me to the bloom in the mesa. It is a very special place for me ... I saw it once with my grandfather, and we spoke a great deal that day. To see it again, now, at this turning point in my life, would do so much. Ah, well, I won’t bore you with my personal matters, but please know you have done a wonderful thing for me.”
“Good, enjoy yourself, young man,” Bremok said. “I will break for my meal, and let the wagon councilor know we completed her request. You two, go eat. Aseb, enough with the charts. It is done now.”
Bremok and Evvel left, the latter pulling along his light new wagons. Packed carefully, alongside their backpacks, it would allow his people to carry enough provisions for a fortnight’s stay in the desert.
Aseb rustled through a pile of test and inventory reports. “Bremok used the ring I just made today.” They forced themself to finish reviewing the helical test line.
“You hadn’t checked it?” Lecip asked. “You made it in the morning. Why are you so slow at these things?” Lecip asked.
Aseb gritted their teeth and blocked out Lecip’s clear, silvery voice.  On the last loop of the test, the line juddered slightly. Aseb threw the paper aside and pressed a hand to their eyes.
It had happened. At last, it had happened. A test failure. 
Lecip watched shrewdly. “What’s the matter?”
Aseb jumped to their feet. It wasn’t too late. There were other rings, perfect ones. Every other ring they had made. How unfortunate that the one failure had been used in an off-season wagon, but all Aseb had to do was follow Evvel and replace the ring. He was a reasonable fellow, he would understand, and perhaps he wouldn’t tell Bremok. Or the wagon councilor.
Aseb rattled through a box of perfect axle rings, grabbed one, and set off at a run in the direction Evvel had gone. 
The Ekkintoc streets, cutting between the stone buildings and around the central hill that housed the meeting rooms, were bustling as usual with visitors, crafts-folk, officials, and children playing their games. Aseb assumed the Ubree had departed from the north side of the village, which was closest to the Veyraut desert. But when they arrived at the village perimeter, Evvel and his people were nowhere to be found.

      ***It was late afternoon. Aseb had returned to Ekkintoc, climbed the central hill to get a view of the surrounding area, and located the Ubree party walking through the Obesmec Wood toward the desert. Aseb bolted a meal at the north Ekkintoc kitchen and packed some supplies of their own. Bremok wasn’t expecting Aseb back at the craftshop for a few days, so no one would guess Aseb’s plan. They told one of the cooks of the day at the kitchen to tell anyone who asked that Aseb had gone on a walking journey.
“Alone?” the boy in the kitchen asked. “When will you be back?”
“Oh, by sundown, I’m sure.”
Aseb tore out of Ekkintoc and slowed to a walk as they entered the forest. The Ubree had the whole afternoon as a head start, but Aseb was not encumbered by as many supplies and intended to make good time.
They walked fast so they wouldn’t have time to change their mind. This was an absurd quest, but if they were quick, it would be as if their mistake had never happened. As if they had handed Bremok the perfect axle ring at the perfect time.
The woods were fresh smelling and moist, and leaves were light and young. Aseb walked briskly, panting. This unexpected walk is no less enjoyable than anything I had planned for the afternoon, Aseb thought. What had they

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        1.
        
        Aseb Faces the Sand
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        2.
        
        Acknowledgments
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  




