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​Chapter 1: To The Beach
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Sorcha looked up from the bag on her bed that she’d been shoving books into. She scanned the bedroom in her little cottage and took a moment to appreciate how much her life had changed in just a couple weeks. A couple weeks ago she’d been living in a closet that acted as a glorified apartment and working at a job that made her want to shave her head and join a cult.

Now she was living in a quaint little cottage, surrounded by a garden that had a labyrinth for an entrance. While her new job didn’t pay her any money, it did provide her with basic necessities, challenges, friends and a purpose she hadn’t known she was missing in her life. Sorcha was The Spark Keeper. No one outside The Spark knew what she did, or even that The Spark existed. It didn’t matter to her. Sorcha had a connection to her long lost Uncle Mac, and she had The Spark and all the creatures ever created by human imagination. It was a pretty awesome new life.

“Do you really need that many books, Sorcha? We’ll only be at the beach for an afternoon,” Daratrine asked, standing in the doorway of the bedroom.

Sorcha laughed, “I know, but there is so much Uncle Mac left for me to read. I want to get through as many as I can.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to read all the books in your cottage and more. There are long years ahead of you, here in The Spark. One book at a time, Sorcha. We’re going to the beach. Make sure you take the time to enjoy yourself. The water is going to be amazing and the sand is going to make your feet feel like you’ve spent a day at the spa. To the beach!” Daratrine almost giggled out the last sentence.

“To the beach!” Sorcha echoed, excited for her first day off. And excited to finally get to see some of the water habitats.

“Ten minute warning, Sorcha. Then we are leaving, whether you are packed or not. Don't forget your swimsuit. Top drawer, left side,” Daratrine called as she walked away down the hall.

Sorcha’s grin deepened as she pulled the swimsuit out of the dresser and threw it at her bag. The best part of her new life? She had Daratrine and Tamlen, Sorcha thought with warmth spreading through her chest, as she put three of the five books back on her night stand. 

It had taken some time for Tamlen to warm up to Sorcha’s presence when she’d first arrived in The Spark. But, Sorcha had to admit, if Tamlen hadn’t been such an ass when she arrived, she might not have accepted The Spark Keeper position her Uncle had left her. It had ultimately been the sneering doubt in Tamlen’s voice, when he’d walked out of what had been her Uncle’s office to let her consider if she would stay or leave, that had pushed her to accept. His complete lack of regard for her abilities and Daratrine’s unconditional love and support of Sorcha had kept her going when things had gotten really tough in those first days. Helidoro’s instant friendship had kept her spirits high, while offering her a connection to her deceased Uncle Mac, whom she missed dearly. The Spark had changed her life right when she needed it most. 

Sorcha sent up a prayer of thanks that everything had worked out the way it had. The letter from her Uncle could not have come at a more perfect moment in her life. Sorcha got to experience happiness every day she woke up in The Spark. She was grateful she’d had the acceptance and encouragement of so many strangers that had quickly become her family in a strange place. 

For The Spark was a strange place, Sorcha thought with a grin. Very strange indeed.

“Sorcha, we are leaving!” she heard Tamlen call up the stairs.

Sorcha hugged herself, threw the swimsuit into her bag and pulled the draw strings. He’d leave without her if Daratrine let him. He could still act like an ass. Not everything had changed since the night with the blue spark. 

Sorcha pushed the thought of that night out of her mind, as she felt her cheeks heat up. She didn’t want to think about it, so she wouldn’t.

Sorcha picked her bag up off her bed, took one last look at her bright bedroom and headed down the stairs to join Daratrine and Tamlen.

It was time for beach day to begin.

*****
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Sorcha and Queen Soleius strolled along the edge of the jewel blue water, letting the waves caress their bare feet as the water slid in and then sighed back out again. It was a gorgeous day to be at the beach with friends. Not that Sorcha had experienced a day in The Spark that hadn’t been gorgeous. She always had so many things to ponder later. Right now, she walked the beach with the Queen of the Gemstone Fairies, a long time resident of The Spark. Sorcha knew she could ask any questions she had, and the Queen would gracefully offer an answer. Sorcha wondered about the appropriateness, and then thought to hell with it. Friendship matters more than propriety.

“Is there ever bad weather in The Spark?”

The Queen stopped walking, looked at Sorcha for a moment before she burst out laughing.

“I’m sorry. I’m not laughing at you. It's just been so long since we had anyone in The Spark from Earth, I forgot how strange it can be to humans. To answer your question, yes, The Spark does have bad weather. The different weather patterns, in The Spark itself, are connected to the seasons. Each habitat, as you will have noticed, can create its own weather connected to the needs of the habitat's inhabitants. Weather in a habitat can change, but weather in The Spark proper only changes with the seasons. The weather here, in this habitat, at the beach can be sunny, cloudy, or stormy. We tend to get more sunny days at the beach when it is summer in The Spark, but there will still be grey days, rainy days and summer storm days. 

You’ve visited with the ice elementals and experienced the wintery weather in their habitat, even though it was mid-spring when you first arrived in The Spark. The paths are charmed around certain habitats to reflect the weather but not negatively impact the visitors. You could walk through the paths around the water elementals or a jungle habitat and it could be raining. You would feel the rain on your hair and skin, but you wouldn’t get wet. It’s actually a really fabulous feeling. You should try it the next time you feel like you need a little extra peace. I like to wander through for a good meditation session once or twice a week when I can.”

“I never really questioned the difference between the ice habitat and the rest of The Spark. I should really visit the water elemental habitat. A walk in the rain that doesn’t leave you cold and wet does sound dreamy,” Sorcha sighed.

“If you’d like to join me on my next walk, I can send Saffron to let you know when and where to meet me, or she could just bring you if you aren’t busy when she finds you,” Queen Soleius offered.

“Yes, please. It will give me a chance to visit with Saffron again. I’m afraid I haven’t spent nearly as much time as I had planned with my new friend.”

“It’s alright. She understands The Keeper has a big job to do. She is very excited to visit with you again. She wanted to join us at the beach today, but she is on duty in the garden. There is a lot to clean up since the gate was left open on the Woggle habitat and they decided to nest in my rose quartz pansy patch. Those fuzzy little creatures are adorable when there is only one, but the minute you have multiple woggles things get crazy. And I’m sure the rose quartz made them act like cats in catnip,” Queen Soleius mouth twitched into a smile.

“I’m sorry the woggle gate was left open. I have implemented a new notification system to ensure they don’t get out again. I can send a crew of Spark maintenance staff to help with the clean up and replanting if you’d like,” Sorcha offered. She still felt awful at the destruction and mess caused by the woggles, even though she hadn’t been the one to leave the gate open.

“It’s alright, my fairies will have it cleaned up. It’s good exercise for their wings and their magic. I may have seen a few of my more outgoing fairies boasting and competing in the clean up crew, trying to prove who had the more powerful and useful talent for you to pick in the talent show you are planning.”

“I haven’t even announced the talent show yet, how do they know about it?” Sorcha asked, feeling slightly horrified that the Queen might be upset that Sorcha was doing something that negatively affected her gemstone fairies.

“Don’t worry, a little competition among my fairies is good for them. I can read your thoughts from your face, Keeper,” The Queen answered Sorcha’s thought. “We’ll have to work on that before you try to fool a wizard. It is too bad your Uncle Mac isn’t here to help. He had an excellent poker face. I think Heleidoro’s partner may be able to coach your poker face. Him and your Uncle Mac used to host monthly poker tournaments among the staff and residents. I can’t say I approved of gambling, but at least your Uncle always made sure no one was left in an unhealthy state.”

“Tamlen mentioned something about bets being placed on what the sparks in Genesis would become. But Helidoro did not mention monthly gambling nights,” Sorcha wasn’t sure how she could live up to her Uncle Mac’s reputation as the greatest Spark Keeper. He did so much to be involved in both the staff and the creatures' lives.

The Queen placed a hand on Sorcha's shoulder, “You’ll find your way, dear. You’ve only been here a little while, and your Uncle Mac had the training of the previous Keeper. No one in The Spark expects you to be your Uncle. We’ve seen many Keepers come and go over the years. Each one unique, some better than others. You just keep using your brain and heart and you’ll be the best Keeper yet. Give yourself time. Look how much you’ve learned and faced in just a few weeks.”

“Thank you. I forget, sometimes, that it’s only been a few weeks. It feels so much longer. I really should contact my parents soon. They are going to start wondering where I am eventually. I can’t leave them like Uncle Mac did. I know he didn’t mean to, and I can understand how time got away from him in this place. But this is something I want to do right. Losing an Uncle was awful. I can’t stand the thought of my parents having to go through losing a daughter too.”

“You’re a good daughter. It is your heart and compassion for others that is going to make you an outstanding Keeper. Let’s head back to the group. I’m sure between all of us we can come up with a plan so your parents don’t lose a daughter, and you don’t have to give up your connection to your family and friends,” Queen Soleius hooked her arm through Sorcha’s and together they walked back up the beach to where the rest of their friends were camped out.
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​Chapter 2: The Plan
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Queen Soleius touched Daratrine’s shoulder, and the two of them had a quiet conversation while Sorcha grabbed a coconut shell full of some sweet clear liquid. Daratrine nodded at something the Queen said, looked over at Sorcha and gave her a wink. The Queen glided away and took a seat in her woven grass beach chair. Sorcha watched Daratrine put her two middle fingers in her mouth and let out the loudest whistle Sorcha had ever heard. Helidoro and his partner, Evrin, looked up from where they were playing in the waves. Evrin held out his hand to Helidoro, who took it, and together the two of them left the water and walked back to flop down in the sun on the blankets Daratrine had laid out. Tamlen came out of trees and vines with Nettleleaf, the two arguing over something. 

Sorcha had met Nettleleaf, a young Ent, when the woggles invaded Queen Soleius’ garden. A couple of the immature Ents volunteered to help catch the woggles. Nettlleleaf had been assigned to the same patch of pansies as Sorcha. They’d both been shy, neither having met a creature like the other before. Nettleleaf hadn’t met Sorcha’s Uncle Mac before he passed through the veil. Sorcha had yet to visit the Ent habitat so Nettleleaf was her first contact with the Ents. Sorcha knew Ents were tree beings, she’d seen the Lord of The Ring movies, but Nettleleaf appeared much more humanoid than the Ents in Lord of the Rings. She was tall, about two feet taller than Sorcha’s five and half feet. Sorcha had to tip her head up when they stood side by side. Nettleleaf’s skin was a delicate green and smooth, not the hard cracked grey bark of an older tree; covering her skin were fine translucent fibres similar to human body hair. It gave her a slight glow when the sunlight shone on her at the right angle. Thin green strands with yellow leaf buds grew from the top of Nettleleaf’s head and trailed down around her shoulders in a way that reminded Sorcha of a young willow tree.

The friendship had sparked when they both dove to catch a bouncing woggle as it hopped between them, both missed as the woggle changed direction, and they landed in the dark blue earth. Sorcha and Nettleleaf had pushed themselves up out of the dirt, and at the first sight of the other covered in sparkling blue earth, they had burst out laughing. With the tension broken, shyness evaporated and they quickly began asking questions. They’d become fast friends while they rounded up the escaped woggles.

Nettleleaf had been thrilled at the invite to join them for a day at the beach. Her family was very pleased that Nettleleaf and Srocha had become friends, and Sorcha had been receiving gifts almost daily from the Nettle family. Sorcha wanted to put a stop to the gifts, but Daratrine had gently explained doing so would be a great insult. Now Sorcha was the proud owner of many wooden dishes, furniture and statues. Sorcha had to admit, the flowering animals she’d received looked beautiful in the back garden. And the smell carried on the morning breeze through her bedroom window.

Nettleleaf gave Tamlen a shove, as they approached the blankets, and Sorcha swore she saw flickers of flame wrap around Tamlen’s fingers. Nettleleaf gave out a little shriek and then burst into laughter. Nettleleaf and Tamlen had become the kind of friends that like to tease and give each other a hard time. Sorcha enjoyed watching them act like brother and sister, each using their unique magic to bluster at the other. Both had been lectured more than once by Daratrine about using their magic in The Keeper’s cottage. Both had looked adequately chastised at the time, but neither had stopped. Sorcha hoped Daratrine broke out the large wooden spoon hanging on the cottage kitchen wall and tanned their hides, like she’d threatened.

“Children, it’s time to pretend you are adults and behave. If either of you mess up my picnic, I’ll separate you. And I wont feed either one of you for the rest of the season,” Daratrine gave them both a look that spoke volumes. 

Nettleleaf and Tamlen just grinned at her before walking off in opposite directions. Tamlen went to lay on the blanket with the food and Nettleleaf came over and took a seat at Sorcha’s feet. Sorcha nudged Nettleleaf in the back with her big toe. Nettleleaf looked up and grinned, waggling her eyebrows. Sorcha grinned back and shook her head. Before grabbing a second coconut and sitting down on the thick blanket beside Nettleleaf.

“Queen Soleius has brought to my attention that we have a problem we need to solve before we leave the beach today. So, before we begin eating, we need to brainstorm a way that Sorcha can explain her long absences to her family that wont arouse suspicions and keep their minds at ease when they can’t contact her. Family is important and we have to do our best to support our Keeper. She gave up her life on earth for us, and our support and care for the things that are important to her are the best way we can show our gratitude for all she has sacrificed,” Daratine said to the group.

Sorcha felt the lump in her throat, but pushed it down, “I didn’t sacrifice that much, as long as I can keep in touch with my family. And you all do so much for me already. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you all. I appreciate all of your help, as I’m just not sure where to begin to form a plan. There is still a lot I don’t know or understand about being a Keeper. So thank you all.”

Tamlen felt his face flush, knowing he didn’t deserve the praise and gratitude. He was still deeply embarrassed about his behaviour when Srocha had arrived at the Spark just over a month ago. Sorcha had been clear she’d forgiven him for trying to force her into leaving and giving up her claim to The Keeper title and position. Every day he found reasons to be grateful he hadn’t been able to bully her into leaving. The last few weeks had been a revelation of how wrong he’d been about wanting The Keeper position for himself. He went to bed every night saying a silent prayer that none of the sparks had gone wrong before Sorcha had arrived. Tamlen knew he, and The Spark, would have been in big trouble. Tamlen still didn’t know how Sorcha had managed to avoid injury when the rotting spark had lashed out at her with flames and claws. Another step in making amends for his behaviour could be taken now if he could help her solve this problem with her family.

Tamlen looked thoughtful for a second and then said, “We could modify the plan Keeper Mac was making but didn’t finish enough to use.”

“I forgot about that. You’re right, it could work with some minor adjustments,” Daratrine added

“What was the plan?” Sorcha asked.

“He was going to come back for a final visit and tell you all he got a travelling professor job offer. It was an opportunity to travel all over the world and influence young minds. He would explain that he would often be out of developed areas, teaching and training teachers so he wouldn’t be able to call for long periods of time. He would write to you and your family often, and send letters and postcards any time he came to a community that had postal service. His plan was to have a couple of post office boxes rented around the world, where he could tell you to write back to him at, and he would check them every time he went back to earth to inspire new writers. He wanted to tell your parents the contract was for a six month period, and then, if he wanted, the contract could be renewed in five year terms. He was planning to come back to visit with you at least once a year, claiming he was on vacation from the job, and start teaching you about fantastical creatures so when you came of age you’d already have some of the knowledge you’d need to become a Sprak Keeper. He thought it would be easier for you to inherit the Spark Keeper position if you knew what to do with the creatures. He was sure you’d already have developed a soft spot for the creatures here before you even knew it existed. I thought that part of his plan was foolish, but after getting to know you, I wholeheartedly agree with him. It was a brilliant plan,” Tamlen smiled at Sorcha.

“It’s a really good plan. What happened? Why wasn’t it used?” Sorcha asked, trying to keep the tears out of her voice. Nettleleaf reached a hand out, took Sorcha's tiny hand in her big one and squeezed gently.

“You Uncle was really focused on learning all of his responsibilities and I think time went by faster than he noticed. He looked at me one day and asked what day and year it was on earth. I told him, and he nearly cried when he realised he hadn’t been back to see you in five years. He spent three months in a deep gloom trying to decide if he should come back  or let you grow out of your childhood before inflicting more grief on you and your family by coming back from the dead. He did plan to approach you once you became an adult, and to be a part of your life before involving you in The Spark,” Daratrine explained.

“Keeper Mac would visit me every week for a few hours and check on you with my mirrors. He was so proud of you, he would brag to any creature that listened about his brilliant niece,” Queen Soleius added.

Nettleleaf squeezed Sorcha’s hand again. Sorcha took a big breath, spoke a silent prayer for her uncle before getting back to business.

“I can’t tell my parents I’ve been offered a travelling teaching position. And we have the world wide web now, so there are a few things we’ll have to change up. The post boxes aren’t necessary anymore, my parents can just email me, and I’ll check my emails and write back every time I go back to earth.  I’ll have to pay better attention to the time while I am in The Spark. Make sure I’m not unreachable for too long. I’ll have to make sure I plan to go back to earth on a regular basis. Once a month would be ideal, but I think I can stretch it for up to three months.”

“That is a good idea. We’ll add it to your schedule on your tablet so you don’t forget,” Daratrine agreed.

“What did you do on earth before your Uncle’s letter?” Tamlen asked.

“I worked as an office assistant to a creative project director. I was supposed to work as an assistant to all of the departments at The Creative Studios I worked at, but my boss didn’t want me leaving her office. I have a background in both business and art.”

“You can say you got a job offer from a Project Director at a fledgling company with partial funding from a not-for-profit cultural art foundation that searches out unique and undiscovered artists in the most rural places all over the world, with a purpose to bring new artists and inspirations into the first world art community and to support third world communities in connecting to, and creating from, their indigenous cultural roots. Or something like that,” Queen Soleius suggested.

“No, that’s perfect. My mom would flip over that idea. She’s a photographer. I can tell her that the company is testing out the viability of their business model that they think will make them millionaires and turn the art scene upside down, so we have to keep it low profile. It’ll give me a way around having to give them a business name and a bunch of details. My mom will be so excited, and it should be easy to convince my dad that I’ll be safe. And it’s not completely a lie, either. I work for an organisation that supports and encourages the creation of cultural art all over the world,” Sorcha grinned.

“You can take a little time away from The Spark to visit your family once or twice a year, after we get the wizards dealt with. As long as you take your Keeper tablet, you can even stay for a couple weeks. I can handle all the day-to-day stuff for you, as long as the sparks don’t go haywire while you are gone. It doesn’t happen often, in my short experience as a Keeper’s Assistant,” Tamlen offered.

“That would be great. I could maintain all my friendships and reassure my family that I’m safe. I can tell them about the amazing worlds and creatures that are created by some of the people I’ve met around the world. I can even tell them about the friendships I’ve made here-I’ll just leave out the parts about you not being human!” Sorcha laughed, feeling a weight lift from her shoulders she hadn’t been aware of carrying.

“I bet we can find someone here who can charm some photos to make us all look human, and you can include those in your emails. The more real we make the story look the better,” Daratrine grinned. “I know just the right elf mage to help us.” 

“Great. I’m so glad I have you guys in my life. This is the perfect cover story. Thank you all so much for your help. Where can I call my parents and let them know about my fabulous new opportunity? I think a phone call is the best plan. I don't want to go back to visit until I get the wizards dealt with, and that’s going to take some time yet. I don’t want to leave it too long, so a phone call is my best option.”

“That is where Evrin and I can contribute to your plan. We can take you back to my gate. You can make your phone call from the portal side of the gate. Evrin and I can boost your cell phone signal so it goes through the portal. Anytime you want to make a call, one or two of us Watchers can boost your cell signal to go through the earth portals. This way you can make phone calls without having to leave The Spark,” Helidoro said with excitement.

“And it’ll give you an opportunity to call your parents on a regular basis, like you would if the scenario was real, as you pretend to get ready to leave on the first part of your travel journey. Give your parents a chance to adjust to you being gone, without you having to travel back to visit them and risk the wizards. Just make sure you don’t sound paranoid when you call your parents. Be really excited, anticipate all their questions and prepare your answers,” Evrin advised.

“Ok. Thank you, Heliodoro! You are the first best thing that happened to me after Uncle Mac’s letter and I appreciate your help so much. Evrin, we’ve only just met, but you are wise and I am so grateful for your advice. I appreciate that you care enough to help me make my parents feel safe and secure while I am gone. Let’s arrange to go to the West Gate first thing tomorrow. I’ll write out questions and answers tonight. I have a plan and I feel a huge weight lifted from my shoulders. Thank you all. Now let’s get back to our beach day. Daratrine, let’s serve your fabulous picnic and then you can show me how to swim with the mermaids!”

The group clapped and laughed, as Sorcha got up from the mat and helped Daratrine serve the picnic. Once Queen Soleius was served, Daratrine gave Sorcha a tight hug, then sent her off to eat with her friends, glad to see a little more sparkle shining in The Keeper’s eyes.
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​Chapter 3: The Phone Call

[image: ]


Evrin stood at the West Gate with Sorcha, while Helidoro talked to the Watcher on duty. 

“Astrol said he will add his magic if we need more of a boost. I think we should be ok with just Evrin and I, but it is good to have an extra reserve, should we find we need it,” Helidoro said as he approached Sorcha and Evrin.

Sorcha gave Astrol a wave in thanks. Astrol sent Sorcha a thumbs up and then tilted his cap down over his eyes and leaned back against the pillar of the gate. The gate would remain locked for the duration of the phone call and Astrol had already set the portal so that it would only allow outgoing traffic from The Spark. Sorcha knew he would remain alert enough to be available should Evrin and Helidoro need his help, but while he didn’t have to protect The Spark from anything coming in, Astrol could catch a rest while on duty. Sorcha knew the demon was in need of the extra rest, since his wife had just given birth to twin girls. Sorcha could see the weariness of the sleepless nights in the drooping ear tips, and bloodshot eyes. 

Sorcha wondered for a moment why a new daddy was on duty at the Gate, and not at home enjoying his offspring. Didn’t they have some kind of parental leave in The Spark. She would have to ask Helidoro after her phone call, and if they didn’t have parental leave, The Spark was about to get it!  Sorcha grinned at the thought of getting to make Tamlen make changes to the way things were run in The Spark. Now that they had developed a kind of tolerance and understanding of one another, Sorha enjoyed annoying Tamlen as much as Nettleleaf did. It was nice to feel like she had family in The Spark. 

Sorcha turned back to Evrin and Helidoro, “Let’s do this!”

Helidoro and Evrin gave her a thumbs up and linked their hands. Sorcha felt a warm breeze blow across her face and smelled a trace of brimstone. She watched Evrin and Heildoro closely to see if she could detect any changes in them as they worked their magic. At first they looked the same as they always did, but slowly the breeze on Sorcha’s face began to feel like a hot breath and she could see the air around both Helidoro and Evrin shimmering and shifting. It reminded her of heat waves coming off a black top road during a hot sunny summer day. Helidoro looked up, and Sorcha was surprised to see flames dancing in his red eyes.

“You can make your call now, Mistress Sorcha, the connection is strong,” Helidoro said in a boom.

Sorcha felt a little taken aback at the volume and formalness, but she nodded her head, “You let me know if you need me to hang up. I don’t want either of you hurt
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