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            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever had a dream so lucid that it seemed as though you had lived there your entire life? That is how this story began. It was a dream so intriguing and mysterious that I had to write it down. After reading the dream to my wife, she was so interested that she wanted to know more about the setting, and what would happen next. In the attempt to capture the setting, the story continued to develop into an adventure that surpassed even my own expectations. Much credit to my wife who has been encouraging me every step of this journey.

      My inspiration grew to write stories to help illustrate struggles we may face on our day to day living within a fiction novel. My goal is to present the varying scenarios within each story to help build confidence of how to overcome evil with good.

      By reading Little Blue Gems, my hope is that you (the reader) will be inspired to see your own life as a wonderful adventure and inspire you to not give up, even when you face your own dragons within your journey. Let love be the driving force to conquer your fears.

      -G.R. Lockley
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      “Aidan came to understand a terrifying truth. This villain was his old self. If he were to lose this fight he would become this old image of himself again, full of fear, anxiety, bitterness and anger. Aidan couldn’t bear the thought of his being that way again and summoned all the strength he had left to defeat his foe.” - chapter 21

      

      Aidan is not a child anymore, but a young boy becoming aware of the surroundings he was born in. Straight from the beginning, Aidan is familiar with the feeling of loss and loneliness. He buried these scars deep within to protect himself, but what he was not aware of is how burying hurt affected him.

      His journey begins as curiosity in search for answers, but this leads him to unimaginable hardship. If the journey was just for himself, perhaps he may have given up, but he is driven to do the unthinkable because of someone who needs him. He must now face his fears, but he cannot do it alone. What he discovers is that help was with him from the beginning in the unlikely form of a little blue gem.

      Little Blue Gems unveils a realm of sailing, rugged living, a realistic type of dragon, mysterious characters, and a continuous unfolding plot. The realm of Navranor is set in a fictional ancient setting with a Celtic aura, surrounded by many realms with their own troubles — ironically, the same troubles.

      Join Aidan on a journey that transforms his life into becoming a warrior of a forgotten kingdom.

      The question that remains at the end of this story is: “What will you do with your blue gem?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Pronunciation of Names

          

        

      

    

    
      Most of the following names are of Celtic origin and carry a different pronunciation than expected. Even within their native regions, names may sound vastly different due to regional dialects. Both pronunciations of “Celtic” or “Seltic” are correct depending on the region.

      In this story, for example, the Celtic name “Nieve” is pronounced (NEEV) meaning “bright”, like sunlight on snow, and should not be confused with the word “naive” which carries a different pronunciation and a vastly different meaning.

      
        	Aidan (eh-dan)

        	Aodhan (eho-dan)

        	Ailbhe (ail-bee)

        	Balthazar (ba’al-tha-zar)

        	Balbeithir (ba’al-bay-thear)

        	Beithir (bay-thear)

        	Collen (call- ehn)

        	Creighton (kray-ten)

        	Cien (key-en)

        	Dimitri (Deh-me-tree)

        	Diamuid (Day-muud)

        	Doreen (door- EEn)

        	Fiachra (FEE-ah-KRA)

        	Kasey (kay-see)

        	Kaedyn (Kay-din)

        	Miren (mur-en)

        	Nieve (NEEV)

        	Padraig (Pay-drig)

        	Tristan (Tris- tan)

      

      

      Towns:

      
        	Melavard (mehl-ah-vard)

        	Yardmuth (Yard- muut)

        	Sadgry (sad- gree)

        	Navranor (Nav-rah-nor)
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            A Familiar Stranger

          

        

      

    

    
      In the ancient realm of Navranor, on the western shore of its large lake, lay a small village called Yardmuth. Set in its rough terrain of evergreen trees and rugged stone, were homes made likewise from its resources: houses with stone walls and wooden shingle roofs wherever level ground allowed it. There were no roads here, only foot paths that were trodden down over the years that presented the easiest passage between neighbours and the market place. All was peaceful here as all the villagers were busily doing their daily chores. The ringing of the blacksmith’s anvil and wood work on boats could be heard just above the sound of the waves on shore, and the crying of gulls eagerly waiting for an easy breakfast at the fishing dock. Sitting idly in an unfinished boat — staring off into the distance or just watching the gulls, no one could really tell — was a young blond haired boy wearing a leather apron and holding a tool in his hand.

      “Aidan! Quit your daydreaming, lad, I would like that gunwale finished by today,” said the man overseeing his work.

      The boy quickly resumed scraping with his draw knife, not realizing he had stopped for what seemed a brief moment. It was a challenge for his active mind to stay focused at times. This particular time, he was daydreaming about the work he and his father did on their own boat two years ago. Its elaborate carvings, grandeur of colours, and elegant small sail that glistened in the sunlight made it look much bigger than it was. It was nearly magical in appearance, so much so, one would think it was made for royalty.

      Aidan, by trade, was a boat maker like his father brought him up to be. Still perfecting his trade, he was now under the guidance of a dear cousin-in-law of his father who moved in to take care of him. Aidan knew the basics of boat building well, but since his father went missing on their boat on a lone excursion, he wasn’t getting the one-on-one guidance and teaching he used to have. As such, he often drifted away in his mind.

      “Aidan, my goodness boy, tend to your work,” the man said calmly putting his hand on Aidan’s shoulder. “You’re a skilled worker, lad, your father taught you well, but you gotta move on, dreaming won’t bring him back, nor will dreaming finish that gunwale for you.”

      “You think he’s still out there, Fiachra?” said Aidan pondering.

      “I dunno, lad, alive or not it’s difficult to say, but we can’t help those matters now, we must move on to what we have and can do,” said Fiachra.

      “What if he’s simply stranded on the other shore?” Aidan asked.

      “That’s enough, lad,” Fiachra said calmly returning to work again. “You’ll drive yourself mad thinking of all the possibilities, besides, your father was a master craftsman, if he needed repairing he — just — tend back to your work, lad, finish up on that starboard gunwale then clean up for dinner.”

      At that moment, Fiachra noticed a small old boat headed towards the dock from the lake. Its sail looked old and patched, and the boat didn’t look in any better shape; well used but functional. Sailing the small boat was a middle aged man with a weathered face and dressed to handle long days on the cold lake.

      “On the other hand, lad, I’ll finish up. You go on now and ready yourself for dinner, and here!” he said reaching into his money belt. He counted out a specific amount of coins and handed them to Aidan. “Stop by the bakers to get a loaf of bread, then make your way to Diamuid’s butcher shop, he has my list and it’s already paid for, you just have to pick it up.”

      “Yes, sir,” Aidan replied. He quickly took his apron off and headed to the market, brushing off wood chips from his clothing along the way. The market here wasn’t so bustling as one would imagine; busy, yet there was no real competition. Generally, if one needed something, it was a simple matter of going to their local tradesman in their village. It created a peaceful environment, no rushing around, or people bickering prices. Things just were, and nothing really went horribly wrong. Everybody simply did their trade and spent most of their free time saying hello and catching up on the latest small talk. Nearing the market place, Aidan met his young friend, Collen, who was trying to catch up with him on the rugged path. Collen worked with his father as an apprentice of making lumber for boats and buildings; he also was full of wood chips that he couldn’t fully brush away.

      “Aidan, wait up!”

      “Hi, Collen, what you up to today?”

      “Just getting bread for dinner,” said Collen. “Mom’s maken soup again, father loves bread with soup so they sent me off here, you?”

      “Same, not sure what we’re having, but I won’t complain about eating bread, I have to pick up some stuff at Diamuid’s next, you wanna come along?” Aidan asked.

      “Sure! Little time before dinner anyways,” said Collen.

      After picking up bread at the bakers, they continued their conversation throughout the marketplace. Aidan noticed something different in Collen’s demeanour the closer they got to the butchers shop.

      “You seem a little nervous, Collen.”

      “Am not!” Collen exclaimed, though he seemed to blush a little and gave an odd reason, “just, uh, don’t like the market crowd.”

      “What?!” Aidan exclaimed, “You’ve been here many times! Come on, what’s up?”

      As they approached Diamuid’s butcher shop, feathers could be seen floating through the market and drifting into the faces of people who were in mid conversation. Many were waving their hands and blowing away stray feathers from their face while walking by. Sitting on a stool beside the butcher shop, was Diamuid’s daughter plucking chickens for her father. She wore a large butchers apron overtop her dress, and to keep her fiery red curly hair clean (save for a lock of hair that escaped) was a white bonnet. Collen cleared his throat and approached the girl shyly.

      “Um, hi Doreen!”

      “My father’s inside,” she said abruptly, still focused on her work.

      That same moment Diamuid stepped out to check up on his daughter.

      “Doreen dear,” he said with a mild chuckle, “please do that chore in the shed; it’s too windy and customers are complaining of feathers following them home.”

      “Yes, Father,” said Doreen.

      He immediately turned to greet the boys in a cheerful tone. “How are ya doin, lads?”

      “Good, sir,” they both replied.

      “Is there anything I can help you boys with?” he paused a moment looking at the boys until he interrupted Aidan who was just about to answer. “Oh! Yes! Aidan, I have your order for you to bring home, follow me inside and we’ll fix you up.”

      “Yes, sir,” Aidan replied.

      As Aidan and Diamuid headed inside, Collen stayed with Doreen as she moved her work to the back shed. She did her best to ignore Collen, but Collen insisted in trying to help, however clumsy, and too shy to talk.

      Inside the shop, Diamuid handed a small crate to Aidan.

      “You have enough here for a small journey! You headed off to the Lake Dock to see your uncle?”

      “I dunno, sir,” Aidan replied “I’m just getting what Fiachra asked of me.”

      “Bless that Fiachra,” said Diamuid, “he’s done a good thing taking you under his wing. Here, let me get the door for you. You sure you can carry that home, lad?”

      “Yes, sir, it is a little heavy but I’ll manage.”

      “Good lad. Maybe you want to grab Collen to give you a hand home with all that; he may need some rescuing,” Diamuid said with a laugh looking out the window. “He seems to have lost himself around Doreen again.”

      Aidan chuckled. “I will, sir, and thank you.” Aidan then proceeded around the corner of the shop to grab Collen. There he was still dumb of speech and fidgeting to give Doreen a hand; he didn’t know what to help with as Doreen kept grabbing stuff from Collen’s hands.

      “I do know how to do my job, Collen!” Doreen snapped.

      “I, I know,” said Collen as he picked up a wooden stool, “just trying to make, you know, work lighter for you.”

      Doreen rolled her eyes with a sigh as she snatched her stool from Collen’s hands and walked off to the shed.

      “See you later, Doreen!” Collen exclaimed. It was the easiest thing he had said the whole time, but to Collen, he felt as though he had an entire conversation.

      “Come on, Collen,” said Aidan. “Help me with this crate.” As Aidan and Collen walked away, Doreen appeared to give a glance back.

      “I see what’s going on,” Aidan said smiling. Collen’s eyes grew wide.

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “You, Collen! Sure acting the idiot around Doreen. It explains why you were so nervous earlier.”

      “Don’t know what you're talking about,” Collen replied, quickly redirecting the conversation. “Arrre you having guests over to help you eat all this food?” he stammered; “It looks as though it could be rations for a trip out to the Lake Dock, kind of the standard kit in here.”

      “Lake Dock? Why would I have it then?” questioned Aidan. “I have no business out there.”

      “I dunno,” said Collen, “but I did see a man at the dock today who seemed to be from there. I was dropping off a load of wood at the dock with my father, and he asked a pointed direction to find Fiachra, I thought for sure you would have known already.”

      “Not at all!” said Aidan. “I must have just missed him on my way to market when we met up.”

      “How could you have missed a figure like that!? No matter; Rather odd him coming all that way in a small boat, they usually come in on the larger trading rigs. He must be doing something important, either that or he could be a smuggler!” Collen got excited at the thought.

      “With Fiachra? Not likely! I guess if he is from the Lake Dock he must share a similar trade as Fiachra and I. This food could be for him?” As Aidan questioned this, his mind suddenly remembered what Diamuid said about visiting his Uncle at the Lake Dock. Could this stranger be his uncle? Aidan’s demeanour changed; he wasn’t sure what this could mean. Though he barely knew his uncle, his father used to share fun stories about their growing up together.

      “Well, here’s my path,” said Aidan. “I can take it from here, Collen, thanks for the help.”

      “Any time — Hey! Tell me what you find out about the visitor! See ya tomorrow!”

      Back at Fiachra’s house, Aidan washed up outside at a water basin and entered the house with the crate of food. There, seated at the table was the new guest, the same weathered man who entered the dock in the old boat. His face resembled that of someone very familiar to Aidan. With the man’s oilskin cloak now hanging by the door, his appearance was now much more presentable than the old boat of his would suggest. He wore the most splendid outfit that seemed to scream adventure. His tunic sleeves were white and baggy paired with a snug black vest buttoned from top to bottom. The vest's subtle attractiveness came from its black patterned embroidery, which added an air of elegance. His trousers were brown and baggy like his shirt sleeves and he wore interesting black boots that seemed to fit more like stockings. Around his waist was the most brilliant red sash that seemed to compliment the man’s very character; in his sash was tucked a lakeman’s knife.

      “Aidan! You remember your Uncle Ailbhe?” Fiachra introduced.

      Aidan’s uncle pleasantly walked over to Aidan and brushed his hair back to look his nephew over. “You look much like Aodhan your father,” Ailbhe stated. “He spoke much of you, proud he was! I also hear you’ve become quite the craftsman.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Aidan. “I do what I can, not so great as my father was.”

      “Aye, lad, he was good. Best in the realm I reckon!” said Uncle Ailbhe. “I have no doubt you have his gift in you as well.”

      Fiachra interrupted. “Aidan’s been good help on the boats for me; a sure hand at the trade. Just his mind is busy and needs a little help keeping his attention,” he said with a kind smile.

      The men proceeded to sit down at the dinner table as to have a meeting with Aidan. Fiachra continued but aimed his conversation towards Aidan.

      “I won’t be able to take care of you for much longer. Your uncle, here, has come to bring you to your new home until you’re old enough to be on your own. You’re a good lad and a great help, but I have to start making a life of my own.” Fiachra said this while making eyes at his future wife who came over to help with the meal. “You’ll be in good hands with your uncle, he can teach you way more than I can.”

      Aidan said nothing, but sat still attempting to grasp all the sudden changes.

      “In the morning we’ll set off,” said Uncle Ailbhe. “I’ll give you time to pack your things, and say your goodbyes. You’ll be working with me at the Lake Dock, I could sure use a lad with your skills out there.”

      ‘The Lake Dock,’ Aidan thought to himself. His mind began to fill with questions at what this could mean. The Lake Dock was the hub of the realm. From there, all trade goods crafted from each village was delivered and distributed to the other villages. It was a very efficient system as it was located the same distance to all villages in the realm, including the palace to the north. It was even rumoured that the Lake Dock was linked to an ancient gateway on the eastern shore that led to other regions outside the realm.

      “Would I be traveling with the trading vessels?” Aidan asked.

      “Sometimes, perhaps,” said Uncle Ailbhe, “You’ll mainly be working alongside with me loading and unloading and helping with repairs if needed, but you’ll be able to travel the whole realm from there once you get your hand custom to a tiller.”

      “You mean I’ll finally get to sail my own boat?”

      “In time, lad, in time,” Uncle Ailbhe confirmed. “You have to prove you’re strong enough for the winds and wit to mind the waves when they come up.”

      This seemed to brighten Aidan’s perspective, a new adventure for a young boy with so many opportunities. It began a subtle hope that he might discover what happened to his father, along with the adventure of many new things to see and learn. Just then, Fiachra’s betrothed brought food to the table. “Thank you, dear,” Fiachra responded.

      “Yes, indeed!” said Uncle Ailbhe appearing to be spoiled. “This looks splendid!”

      “I figured we could share Aidan’s favourite meal together before he headed off on a new adventure; you will be missed, dear,” she said with a smile.

      “Thank you,” Aidan replied.

      What she had made for Aidan was a wonderful thick stew of tender beef, potatoes, carrots, and green beans served with fresh bread from the baker and salted butter spread. One knows when a good meal is served when the duration of the meal is mostly quiet. The slurping noises between Aidan, Fiachra, and Uncle Ailbhe seemed to take turns until the delicious stew had entirely disappeared.

      After a belly full of dinner, Aidan decided to turn in for the night, but he got sidetracked by sorting his humble belongings for the move. He drew out his satchel and small wooden trunk and began packing. While he was packing up, he could vaguely hear the conversation between Fiachra and his Uncle Ailbhe continue on about news from the other villages. The odd time Aidan’s ears perked up when sensing they were talking about him. Fiachra’s fiancé would add a comment concerning Aidan, things like: ‘That would be wonderful for him’ or ‘Will he be warm enough?’ Aidan didn’t have that many warm clothes, but he did have a common wool blanket that could be a make-shift cloak when it was seldom needed. Until now, it mainly served as an extra blanket for his bed on cold nights. He neatly laid out his warmest clothes he had for the morning and tucked himself into to bed. As he lay with the intention to sleep, his mind kept introducing new thoughts he didn’t have an answer for. He tossed and turned in hopes to settle his anxiety, but this change in his life was too sudden for his mind to accept, but part of him did find it rather exciting, and he needed it. Ever since his father disappeared, loneliness secretly consumed him, causing his general appearance to become downcast. Everything in this village reminded him of what he had lost. If anything, this change was an opportunity for him to move on from his anchored sorrow.
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      Early in the morning, Uncle Ailbhe was up and ready to sail. Being a hardened man of the lake, he took no thought of consideration about Aidan saying farewell to his land dwelling friends as Aidan had assumed. Uncle Ailbhe didn’t mean to be inconsiderate, he was simply a task oriented man on a mission to bring his nephew to his new home.

      “Ready to sail, lad?” Uncle Ailbhe asked.

      “I’m not sure, shouldn’t we have breakfast first?” asked Aidan.

      “That’s what this crate of food is for; plenty of time to eat along the way,” Uncle Ailbhe said while heading out the door with the food crate over his shoulder.

      Aidan quickly realized his uncle was making a statement not a question; this made Aidan feel a little uncomfortable. He was beginning to feel his new way of living was going to be more spontaneous than he was used to. Aidan took one last look around the only home he ever knew. With a deep sigh, a tear nearly escaped. This house was the only connection he had to his mother who gave her life in giving birth to him, and ever since his father went missing, the place felt even more lifeless to him. As loneliness gripped his heart, Aidan grabbed his belongings to meet his uncle down at the boat.

      The fog was heavy, but one could still see the bright spot of sunlight barely peeking over the horizon as the water gave its steady rhythm of waves. Uncle Ailbhe placed the food crate directly in the boat and began rigging the ores to set out. Fiachra stood on the dock waiting for Aidan with something in hand.

      “I guess this is good bye then?” Aidan said to Fiachra.

      “Yes, lad, it is,” said Fiachra. “But don’t look so stricken, it’s scary setting off on a new adventure, but we’ll see each other now and again. Your uncle doesn’t venture off that Lake Dock as often as he should, in fact,” Fiachra cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Your being there may encourage him to stretch his lake legs and visit more, and to not be so much a stranger as he has been.”

      Ailbhe shrugged the comment off by looking at the sky.

      “If you see Collen, can you tell him goodbye for me?” Aidan asked.

      “Not a worry, Aidan!” said Fiachra patting Aidan’s shoulder, “I will do that. You’ll see soon enough once you’re at the Lake Dock how convenient it is to visit here, to visit any village really, it’s quite the exciting opportunity you have! You’ll not become a stranger unless you make a point of it.”

      “I hope so, thank you for everything,” said Aidan.

      “Not a worry, lad, it was my pleasure,” said Fiachra. “Here, take this with you, it was your father’s. He gave it to me when I started working on my own; seeing it was your father’s it’s only right that it belongs to you now.” What Fiachra handed Aidan was a small, but handy utility knife with a beautifully crafted handle that his father carved; it had the exact same pattern and colours that was on the boat he and his father had made together. Aidan ran his fingers over the carvings with fond memory.

      “Thank you, Fiachra,” Aidan said with a hug.

      “You’re free to come visit anytime,” said Fiachra.

      “I will,” said Aidan.

      Uncle Ailbhe stood patiently in the boat supporting the balance with an ore as Aidan got settled in the boat.

      “All aboard for the Lake Dock!” Uncle Ailbhe jokingly yelled and pushed off the dock towards the sunrise.
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      Outward onto the lake, Uncle Ailbhe rowed until the shore and docks disappeared into the fog.

      “This should be far enough,” he said. “Can you hold a course rowing, lad?”

      “Yes, sir,” Aidan replied. “Father let me do that before.”

      Uncle Ailbhe nodded with reassurance.

      “When out on the lake, the word we use is ‘Aye!'” Uncle Ailbhe said with a friendly squinted glair.

      Aidan smiled and gave it a try, “Aye, sir!”

      Uncle Ailbhe gave a slight chuckle. “Now you’re gettin it, lad, we’ll have you talking like a lakeman in no time. Grab these oars and row best you can so the shadow of your head rests on your knees, that way you know you’re headed in the general right direction.”

      Uncle Ailbhe began untying the sail while Aidan was looking hard to see a shadow on his knees. His oars slapped around on the water while trying to do two things at the same time. Uncle Ailbhe raised the sail and fastened the rope, but the sail still sagged lifeless. He then kept his eye on the telltale ribbon at the top of the mast for any movement.

      “Soon, lad, the sun and wind will rid this fog and we’ll be able to see a bit more shoreline. Also, once we get a bit further out, we should be able to pick up a wind direction. The telltale ribbon up top will tell us the direction of the wind and then we’ll know how best to set sail.”

      As Aidan rowed, they soon reached the edge of the fog as they entered into the open span of the lake. One could see much further now, and the telltale ribbon at the top of the mast began to move around to one side. Uncle Ailbhe quickly steered the rudder accordingly and the sail began to dance a little in the wind.

      “Oars up, Aidan!”

      “Yes— I mean, Aye!” they both smiled.

      Uncle Ailbhe looked out towards the water and back at the sail, and again looked out to the lake and back at the sail with a rope ready in hand. The wind seemed to give a sudden gust and the sound of the sail gave an affirming ‘thump’ as it filled tight with wind, and off the boat sailed toward the open water.

      “Have you ever seen anything invisible, lad?” Uncle Ailbhe asked.

      Aidan looked at his uncle puzzled raising one eye brow. “No, I don’t think so,” said Aidan.

      Uncle Ailbhe seemed rather amused at Aidan’s response. “You mean you have never seen wind before!?” he jeered.

      “I can feel it,” Aidan replied sheepishly, “and I have seen the wind move things.” Aidan now partially wondering if his uncle was somewhat crazy.

      “Aye, lad, the wind, she is invisible, but we can tell when she will blow before we feel it.”

      “How’s that?” Aidan said becoming interested.

      “By watching what she’s doing to the water, you can see evidence of her dancing on the water’s surface before she meets you. When you get used to seeing her do that, you can be ready to fix your sail and catch her. If you don’t she’ll catch you.”

      Aidan seemed a little concerned playing tag with the wind. “How will the wind—she catch you?”

      “Ah, that, lad, you don’t want to experience. At the very least she’ll startle you, and pending on how much she wants to scare you, you could end up inspecting the bottom side of your boat.”

      Aidan’s concern was easily read on his face. He wasn’t too sure now of wanting to sail anymore knowing this, but his uncle reassured him.

      “Not to worry, she’s easy to spot and once you got her general game, she’s quite the useful companion. You’ll get the idea pretty quick, just keep watching for texture on the surface of the water, then wait for her to brush your hair; it’ll be second nature to ya sooner than you know it,” he gave Aidan a reassuring wink.

      As the sun continued to rise and make the day brighter, off in the distance to his right, Aidan could see something glisten through the breaking fog; it was shiny and gold in colour.

      “What’s that over there, Uncle?” as he pointed northwest.

      “That over there? Aye, that be the town bell of Melavard. You been there, lad?”

      “No, sir,” said Aidan.

      “Well, I recon we ought to have a stroll there one of these days. Really fancy place it is. All kinds of colours and everyone is dressed rather nifty. It’s where all the fabric comes from; weavers and tailors are the unique trades there. The common fabric you wear in your village is made there, simple stuff, yet made to last hard work; at the Dock we call it ‘yard cloth’ named after your village, Yardmuth.”

      “It’s what these sails are made of too,” Aidan interrupted.

      “Aye, it is, lad, and if you fancy a tailored outfit with some colour that be the place to go.”

      “Like the one you’re wearing, Uncle?”

      “Aye!” his uncle smiled admiring his own outfit, “I don’t get to wear it too often as I’m mostly working, but since I’ll be showing you around, perhaps I can style it for a while longer.”

      Aidan watched the shore slowly shrink in the distance as they continued to sail, and soon the only other thing to look at was either the boat or vastness of water and sky. Looking about, he began to recognize what his uncle was telling him about reading the wind moving across the water. Areas of little tiny waves could be seen near and far, growing, disappearing, and moving about the water’s surface. The neat thing was when these areas on the water got close to the boat, Aidan could feel the wind suddenly brisk against his face. He looked towards his uncle who was guiding the tiller while watching the sail; his uncle smiled back.

      “Help yourself to some grub, lad, and throw me an apple if you please.”

      Aidan began untying the sack in the crate and rummaged through the bag opening to discover a neatly organized breakfast and lunch with apples. He easily grabbed an apple and chucked it towards his uncle, but to his surprise, the boat hit a wave and shoved him out of his seat and a small spray of water spritzed his face. The apple which he had aimed towards his uncle ended up bouncing off the gunwale and gave a small splash into the lake.

      Uncle Ailbhe burst out laughing, “Didn’t see that coming did ya, lad?”

      The waves began to get deeper like swells. The first wave was a little aggressive, but after that first wave, the swells became deep and smooth in a steady rhythm.

      “She’ll settle down soon enough; just like the wind you’ll figure her out,” said uncle Ailbhe.

      Aidan was looking at the size of the boat in comparison to the swells trying to assess if this boat would handle these conditions. To his surprise, the design of the boat seemed to handle every swell with ease as the boat rose and fell in perfect unison on the water. It was quite the new sensation for Aidan. His father had only taken him out on short rides, not nearly so far out as this, nor had he seen the water higher than the boat before.  Uncle Ailbhe noticed Aidan striving to see shore between the swells of water.

      “It will become more visible once we reach the Lake Dock, lad. We’ll be a little higher up as well.”

      Being his first time, he couldn’t help but shift this way and that looking about to see what he could. His uncle sat amused at his nephew’s curiosity. It never dawned on Aidan until now— he was so focused on the disappearing shoreline of his home that he nearly forgot that he was headed towards the famous Lake Dock. For the first time he swung himself around in the direction the boat was headed, but all that was readily visible was water, sky and the familiar mountains to the north. After grabbing a small pastry meat pie, he continued looking over the bow into the open vastness of the lake anticipating to see something new. After some time of looking about, there, in the distance ahead of them was a structure appearing as though it were sitting on top of the water; it quickly disappeared as they dropped in a swell. He couldn't make out exactly what he was looking at as he had never seen the famous Lake Dock before. He could only assume that’s what it was. What he also saw was the mast of a larger cargo boat to his left headed toward the dock about the same distance away. He was a little confused for a moment as the other boat disappeared then after a couple of swells, reappeared again.

      The journey had taken nearly half the day to get to where they were, and by now, Aidan was beginning to love the adventure of sailing so far out: The cool dampness of the wind, the sound of the sail, the open sky, and the discovery of what he had never experienced before. The Lake Dock was nearer than he had ever been to it. Being so far out in the middle of the lake, it was the only structure now visible, save for the mountains to the north.

      “Have you had enough to eat Aidan?” Uncle Ailbhe asked.

      “Yes—Aye, sir,” Aidan replied.

      “Once we reach dock,” Uncle Ailbhe continued, “we’ll spend the rest of the day settling you in your new home—a grand tour of sorts.”

      “Aye, sir,” Aidan replied.

      The dock grew closer into view and the swells of the lake became more like the familiar, calmer waves Aidan was used to, and the water didn’t seem so rough the closer they drew near. Seeing a couple of houses and decking so stranded by water was rather odd, yet it gave a rather satisfying peaceful feeling, and a reassurance of security and rest. From all Aidan had heard about this dock, in person, it was rather disappointing to see how simple it actually was. Yes, it was unique to see a dock and two large houses standing alone in the middle of a large lake, but its location was the only thing different about it. As Aidan was about to discover: its function and purpose being there is what made it so grand.

      Aidan watched the sails of the other vessel come down and large ores come out to begin rowing towards the dock. Men on the Lake Dock and the boat were both ready at hand to throw and catch ropes to guide the boat within the dock to tie down. Uncle Ailbhe didn’t ask for Aidan’s help, he simply began getting ready and poised himself as though he were ready to do several things at once. There was, what looked like, a strange gate on the front of the dock; it seemed to open to allow the larger cargo boat to enter the dock or pair of docks. Still not quite in position to enter through the gate, it was still difficult for Aidan to see exactly what was going on. Finally, the closer they drew near, Aidan was able to see and piece together what made the Lake Dock special. A water gate allowed boats to enter inside an enclosed area free from waves with a deck surrounding on all sides. The Lake Dock was uniquely a breakwater harbour standing alone in the middle of the lake as a refuge of safety. Uncle Ailbhe aimed for the same opening the ship had entered and dropped the sail and began binding it up in folds and ties and pulled an ore out to paddle and steer himself in. He had guided the boat just behind and port side of the larger trading boat. He threw a rope to a man tending that side of the dock, who then tied the small boat securely.

      “Welcome back, Ailbhe, who’s the young lad with you?” the dockhand asked.

      “Creighton, meet Aidan, he’s my nephew I’ve been telling you about, he is the new dockhand and boat mender. He has been building boats ever since he could hold a tool.”

      “Aye, nice to meet you, Aidan,” Creighton grabbed his hand and helped him onto the dock, “Welcome to the Lake Dock.”

      “Give a hand, lad,” said Uncle Ailbhe while handing Aidan his small chest of belongings.

      “Give no heed to the boat, Ailbhe, I’ll take care of it,” said Creighton.

      “Thank you, Creighton,” Ailbhe replied. “Alright, Aidan, let's go get you settled in your room then I’ll give you the grand tour.”

      “Aye, Uncle,” Aidan replied.

      As Aidan walked on the wooden deck, he was inspecting how the dock was made. It was very solid. Through the cracks of the decking, he could see the rubble of coarse rocks that built the break surrounding the sailing vessels inside. He gave a distant glance at the water gate with a curious thought of how it worked. ‘This dock must be built on a solid rock,’ he thought to himself.

      Entering the dock house, Uncle Ailbhe held the door open for Aidan. Though the Lake Dock had a humble appearance from on the water, his experience being on it and seeing how it was constructed was truly impressive. As he entered the two storey building, it was more splendid than he had ever expected it to be. He immediately loved the warm feeling inside and the mild sweet smell that filled his nostrils; he was yet to discover what that wonderful smell came from. At present, there wasn’t a single person inside except for himself and his Uncle Ailbhe. All the crew was busily working about the boat that just came in ahead of them. To the left of the tavern was a cozy sitting place where a fire was lit inside a stone hearth fireplace. Hanging near the fire on an iron bar was a large kettle with a warm drink ready to be served. The tavern had many windows and was well lit with sunlight, and between the windows were enclosed candle lanterns mounted to the walls. Lanterns also hung down by a chain from the ceiling above individual tables for people to sit and eat. Following the lantern chains up to the beams of the ceiling were all kinds of interesting decorations tacked about everywhere. There were boots of different shapes, an array of fancy jackets, trousers, funny hats, broken fishing rods, and also strange items that he had never seen before. His mind filled with curiosity gazing at everything as he followed his uncle to the stairway. Near the stairway there were all sorts of games to be played for recreation. Aidan had not seen anything like it before, it was absolutely splendid!

      Uncle Ailbhe led the way up the wooden stairway to the sleeping quarters above. Two doors down the hallway, Ailbhe opened a door for him. “Here you are, lad, what do you think?”

      Aidan was immediately drawn to the window. His uncle was right, once on the Lake Dock, from the height of his room above the water, he could see the shoreline, but at this distance it only looked like a thin sliver of land that divided water from the sky. If one looked hard enough, one could tell where the villages were by their tiny white blotches. Though there wasn’t much to see at this distance; it was enough comfort to know his familiar life was at least visible.

      “I figured you’d like a window facing this direction,” said Uncle Ailbhe. “If you need anything, I am just three doors down the hallway on your left.”

      “Aye, Uncle. It is a good view, thank you.”

      His Uncle Ailbhe smiled, “There’ll be plenty of time this evening to set yourself up, for now, set your belongings down and meet me downstairs by the fire and I’ll start your tour of the dock.”

      “Aye, Uncle,” Aidan replied. He presently set his belongings down, had a quick look at his room before following his uncle back downstairs.

      Uncle Ailbhe headed through the tavern toward the fire place and began fixing a drink for both himself and Aidan from the hanging cauldron. “Have a seat, lad, and drink up,” he said. The smell was amazing; it smelled like hot apples and cinnamon, and something mildly sweet.

      “What is it?” Aidan asked in eagerness. He held the cup in both hands and drew in a deep breath through his nostrils.

      “Something to keep the chill from taking hold.”

      Aidan then took a sip to discover its taste was far more wonderful than its smell.

      “You like it?”

      “Mhm hmmm!” Aidan hummed as he was took another sip. Uncle Ailbhe laughed.

      “Drink it slowly, lad, and let the warmth sink in. Ya think you can handle having this every day?”

      Aidan looked at his uncle with glee as his uncle continued “Cause you're going to have to be content with it. Sorry, lad, it’s the best we can do, you’ll have to make the best of it.” Uncle Ailbhe pretended to grimace with a sip as though it were horrible medicine. Truthfully, pending on how long the pot had been there, it had the tendency to make you uncontrollably wink due to its sour tang.

      Aidan couldn’t help but snicker while attempting to take another delicious sip.

      “So, lad, this here is the tavern, it’s where our life settles. A place to relax after a day’s work and get the chill out of your bones, warm your soul, and fill your belly. It’s home! Sometimes we get some ruffians come in to have a good time, but it’s not tolerated. You see, we all here like our home to be friendly, warm, and peaceful; that rule, lad, is to protect our refuge as a reward for a hard day’s work. So, if there’s something or someone that makes you feel uncomfortable here, just let us know and it will be dealt with.” Uncle Ailbhe finished his drink with a delicious smack of his lips, “Well, lad, shall we continue the tour?”

      Aidan was engaged, but he was preoccupied in getting the last drop from the bottom of his cup. He then wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

      “Aye Uncle.”

      Aidan’s face contorted and he gave a little shiver and wink as the cider was also mildly sour near the bottom of the cup.

      Uncle Ailbhe then brought Aidan to the storehouse where the goods from the villages were stored for transport. Next he brought him around the dock to show him the boat crane and the repair rigs for any repairs needed to the cargo vessels. Aidan finally got around to the entrance of the Lake Dock to see how the simple, yet interesting water gate operated and how ships were kept safe from waves in rough weather. The water inside the harbour was calm as a pond.

      “And that’s about it, lad,” Uncle Ailbhe concluded. “Any questions? Feel free to ask away.”

      “Thank you, Uncle,” replied Aidan. “I don’t have any at the moment.”

      “Tomorrow,” Uncle Ailbhe continued, “we can set off to Melavard if you wish, or we can stay here and I can show you the days labour.” Uncle Ailbhe looked at Aidan and noticed his clothes were not really suited for living on the lake and decided for him. “Melavard it is! We need to get you suited up to stay comfortable out here; what do you say? You up for another day’s adventure?”

      “Aye, sir!” Aidan replied with satisfaction.

      The afternoon was filled with introductions to all the crew members. Eventually the evening came, the sky grew dark and the stars began to come out. Uncle Ailbhe then showed Aidan the most important job of the Lake Dock: lighting the Dock lights to let everyone know where the Lake Dock was in case anyone lost their way.

      “Best we go in now, lad, and rest up, we’ll have a big day ahead of us tomorrow,” Uncle Ailbhe stated.

      Inside, all the men at the Lake Dock welcomed Aidan with a cheer to help him feel at home. They ate varying snacks found from all the villages of the realm and beverages to warm up, and Aidan got to discover the second best drink of the Lake Dock, warm vanilla milk sweetened with honey; just the thing before bed. With a cheerful goodnight from the crew, Aidan headed off upstairs to sleep in his new home. He could still hear the sounds of his new family enjoying the evening in the tavern below as he began to sleep. Eventually, the lakemen, one by one made their way to their sleeping quarters and the night fell quiet. It was then when sleeping became more difficult as Aidan was awakened throughout the night by the unfamiliar sounds. The wind would whistle against the building and sometimes rattle the window startling him awake. It wasn’t until he focused on the familiar rhythmic sound of waves licking against the Lake dock, that reminded him of his former home, before he finally fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Melavard

          

        

      

    

    
      Aidan woke with the unfamiliar feeling one gets from being in a new place. As is the case when one has new surroundings, he didn’t sleep particularly well. He sat in bed for a moment to gather himself in his new surroundings. His new home had a unique smell of lumber and pitch as opposed to his stone house he grew up in. In the quietness of his new residence, he began to feel as though it was too quiet for being a busy place; this stirred Aidan’s curiosity. He got dressed while looking out the window that faced his old home of Yardmuth, and then made his way down to the tavern to see if there was anything he may be missing out on. The creaking of the old wooden stairs seemed loud in the quietness. Once downstairs, the only one Aidan saw in the tavern was Creighton, the young man who greeted them when they first arrived at the dock. He was sauntering about on his own carrying out some sort of preparations for the day.

      “Morning, Aidan!” Creighton cheerfully greeted. “You sleep well?”

      “I guess so,” Aidan replied with a yawn. With his eyes still half shut and his hair unkept, he climbed up on a bar stool at the front counter and looked around. “Where is everyone?”

      Creighton, with his hands busily drying a mug, half pointed with his arms toward the window and gave a look out towards the dock. “Well, a crew
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