Chapter 2
Far above Henry's world, a silver strand reached up into the pure black of space.   

Halfway between Earth and the bright, perfect star, an opening appeared in the strand. Colored strips of light unfurled down its smooth surface like petals on a shimmering vine, and one silver-red petal opened in the light, followed by petals of silver-orange, silver-yellow, silver-green and two shades of silver-blue.  They spiraled outward and flowed into the darkness, revealing a soft violet light from within the strand that cast a soft purple hue over them all.

As these colored petals opened, they transformed into shining pools of light that glistened vibrantly.  The fluid colors transformed into brightly colored human shapes, each ringed in silver.  The reflected light turned the surface of the strand into an active, pulsating rainbow.
"Why are we stopping here?" asked Airin, the orange-hued messenger
"The Star Contingent instructed us to stop here and rest,” answered Ranthir, glowing silvery-red. 
"I'm not tired," said Zil, a small, very pale, silver-yellow messenger, "Saving children is quite invigorating, actually."

"Hmmm," answered Ranthir, looking into Zil's pale face with concern, "A fight like the one we've just had is more tiring than you think, Zil.  Look at Vem,” he added with a smile, “She has the right idea.”

Ranthir pointed to a serene, metallic-blue messenger who was curled up around the silver strand, fast asleep. Taper, the green messenger, had wrapped her very tenderly with a pale green, extremely fluffy blanket made from clouds.
"Perhaps I am tired," Zil admitted, looking at the blanket longingly, "I've never worked with lightning bolts before."  

"I was meaning to ask you about that," chuckled Ranthir, "Zil, the breeze itself was enough to transport Henry to safety.  Why did you split that dead tree in half and set it on fire?"

"I had to be sure Henry was safe," answered Zil, sounding a little hurt. 

"So that was it," replied Ranthir, "Well, at least the tree is no longer a hazard to anyone."

Zil nodded happily, relieved no one had mentioned he'd almost set fire to the whole forest.  

"I wish we could get rid of those Creatures for good," Zil said, changing the subject, "Why are they so intent on following Henry, anyway?"

"An excellent question," said Ranthir, "It's unusual to see them focused on one so young."

"Perhaps Henry is a prophet," observed Airin.

"What do you mean?" asked Zil, who was new to the strand.

"Some humans are destined to speak great wisdom to their people," answered the very dark blue messenger known as Aikon, "He may be one of those. A prophet will always attract creatures' attention."

“Anything that brings peace and harmony to the world attracts their attention,” agreed Ranthir sadly.
He gazed down at Earth with tenderness and concern. From space it looked so beautiful, tiny, yet full of life, gleaming in the cold, silent darkness.

"Could a child as young as Henry be a prophet," asked Zil.
"Of course," said Airin, "Many extraordinary children are prophets on Earth."

"Well, I guess," began Zil, "But  . .  ."

"Yes?"

"I don't want to sound unkind, "Yellow whispered, "But from what I've seen, Henry is really quite an ordinary sort of boy."

"Even most ordinary," smiled Ranthir, "can be destined for greatness, Zil."
Zil smiled.  “How wonderful,” he said, nestling into the green cloud blanket beside Vem and closing his eyes.
"Ordinary or not, one thing is clear," Airin whispered to Ranthir, her orange cheeks blazing, "The creatures were out to hurt Henry tonight."
“They meant business,” agreed Ranthir.
“What kind of business?” cried Zil, his head popping up in alarm.
"Go to sleep, Zil!" scolded Ranthir.
Ranthir and Airin waited for Zil to fall asleep before they continued their conversation.
"Zil still has to learn that significant destinies come with great challenges," Ranthir whispered to Airin.

“That will take time for him to understand,” stated Airin solemnly. 

"How do you feel Henry would manage as a prophet?" asked Ranthir.
"His sorrows have made him strong," answered Airin, "That is how the best of humans are."

"True enough.  Loss does make a brave spirit stronger," stated Ranthir, "But as we both know, it can also destroy the frightened."

Airin nodded and looked down at the Earth again.
"Vem's cloud is magnificent.  It completely stopped the fire," she observed, changing the subject, "In fact, it's still raining."

Vem winked.

"He’s keeping it there," explained Aikon with a grin, "For our friends in the ocean.  How they love a good rain."
Vem nodded softly.

"Such creative thoughts from you all today," said Ranthir, looking at them kindly.

Zil's eyes were open and shining, "Thank you!" he called.

 Ranthir sighed.  "Zil, are you ever going to sleep?"

"No, I’m not tired anymore," answered Zil, "But closing my eyes and enjoying the peace up here is rest enough for me."

Ranthir nodded.  He understood.  

"We don't stop outside the strand nearly enough. It is always rushing up from the Earth to the star and back down again.  Up and down.  Rushing and more rushing," he said.
Airin shrugged.  Vital and alert, she seldom rested and was never tired. Her bright orange eyes constantly watched the Earth.

"Ranthir, Henry has reached his house.  His uncle is not there," she announced.
"Airin," called a rich, deep voice from inside the strand.    It was the voice of the purple messenger, Argalis.  "I suggest you check your omnocular now."
“If you say so, Argalis,” she answered.
Airin cupped a silvery-orange hand to her forehead, and a complicated-looking object that looked like six pairs of golden binoculars stacked on top of one another materialized in her palm.  It was a special viewing apparatus called an omnocular.  
Although a messenger's own vision was sharp enough to view anything on Earth, an omnocular allowed a much deeper level of observation.  Each set of lenses on the Omnocular was designed to gather a different type of information about a human's life and safety. An Omnocular could allow messengers to see inside everything, including a human being’s thoughts, feelings and ideas.   On a clear day, they sometimes even provided a small glimpse into the future.   
"Lens 1: Light & Darkness readings," began Airin, "I see an area of darkness around Henry.  Very high."

She looked through the second set of lenses.

"Lens 2: Visible & Invisible Danger Readings," continued Airin, "Both high."

She shot Ranthir a look of concern.

He stared back at her, puzzled.  "It's odd that the Contingent called us away from him," he said, "With Henry’s Darkness and Danger readings so elevated, it seems as though he would still need us close."

Airin looked into the third set of lenses.

"Here's the answer," she said simply, "Lens 3: The Right & Necessary Readings.  Very high."  

"So, whatever is to happen today is right and necessary for Henry's life. It must be," stated Ranthir, his voice faltering a little, "I have seen these readings before.”

“So have I,” agreed Airin, “With terrible disasters, accidents, and  . . . death."

"Now, hold on!" objected Zil, flying to Airin’s side,  "Henry can't die yet.  I was told that all yellow messengers received warning well in advance if their human was to die!" 

 Aikon shook her head. "That's very true, Zil.  None of this makes any sense to me."

Her eyes traveled down to the fourth lens. She gasped, "Oh, Ranthir, look at the Alignment lens!"

An omnocular materialized instantly in Ranthir's hand. The fourth set of lenses, the Alignment lenses, enabled the messengers to see how the lives of others could be affected by their human's actions.  Ranthir was astonished to see thousands upon thousands of images, many more than even the omnocular could contain.

"So many people!  So many lives!" he exclaimed in wonder, "What is happening now?  How could Henry's life be affecting all these people?"

Intrigued, the other messengers pulled out their omnoculars, too.

"What could it be?" said Zil, who wasn't as adept as the others at using his omnocular, and was holding it upside-down.  "Will he save those people, or harm them?"

No one answered him.  No one knew.

"Henry's a fine person; his influence will most likely be positive," Aikon reassured him.
“He must be so important!” breathed Yellow, in awe of all the upside-down images.
 "Lens 5:  Knowledge and Supplies lens," Airin continued, "He's low.  Ranthir, I’m concerned.  Whatever the trouble will be, Henry won't be able to get through it alone."

They checked the sixth set of lenses, the External Force & Help lenses, together.  They were still blank, suggesting some uncertainty.  "It may be all right," observed Ranthir,   "If only we can get his External Help readings a bit higher." 

Taper looked intently at the others.  "Whatever happens," she said, "will be made into something good.  That is always the case when friends are there to help."

"His strand has grown stronger of late," said the voice of Argalis from the strand.

"Strong enough to make good choices?" asked Zil.
Before anyone could answer, a great shimmering ribbon of silver burst through the atmosphere with a huge burst of light. Ranthir put his hand on Zil's shoulder, his gentle face full of concern.
"Awaken Vem, Zil!" he called, "We have visitors."

"The Star Contingent!” exclaimed Zil.
A huge and very beautiful stand rippled elegantly through space and hovered over them for a moment.   Its surface was much wider and brighter than Henry's strand, and when it opened, ten strips of light unfolded along its surface gleaming white, silver and gold.  As they appeared, each transformed into nine stately, silver messengers. 
The tenth strip of light transformed into a unique-looking being, quite distinctive from the rest.  He was much larger than the other messengers, and had garlands of white leaves and birds entwined in his long, golden hair.  His garments were a fluid, brilliant white, edged by a hem of glimmering gold and silver that gave his entire being the effect of ocean waves sparkling at sunset.  The old messenger’s eyes were dark, but shone more brightly than the light.  Around his neck hung a prism.  
He bowed.

"Have you come about Henry?" blurted out Zil immediately.
“Shhhhhh!” scolded Airin, “That’s Spectrum, the head of the Star Contingent.  Show some respect.  Wait for him to speak first.”
“I’m sorry,” apologized Zil, “I couldn’t help it.”
 “I am here about Henry,” said Spectrum solemnly.
 “Of course you are.  Please rest with us,” invited Ranthir, “And we will listen.”
Taper grinned, pulled three small, pale-green clouds from his right sleeve and started to juggle them.  With each rotation, the clouds increased in size until finally they had expanded enough for him to fashion a comfortable sofa for Spectrum.
Spectrum grinned appreciatively.  “With every year that passes,” he remarked, “I appreciate a comfortable place to sit that much more."
Taper held up his hand, motioning that he was not finished yet. From another small cloud, he created a footstool and positioned it before the chair.  He gestured to Spectrum to sit down.
“That's wonderful, Taper,” smiled Spectrum, "Thank you."
Taper bowed, and as the old messenger sat down, everyone gathered around him, except Airin, who kept watch over Henry and the Earth, and Argalis, who remained in the strand.
"I will get straight to the point,” Spectrum said, “Messengers, your duties with Henry are about to change.”
Zil and Vem leaned forward in excitement, but Taper and Aikon looked worried and Ranthir's face was very serious.  
“I know that you have, like many messengers before you, done your jobs with great care," began Spectrum.

"We have,” agreed Ranthir, with a questioning tone in his voice, “And watched life on Earth in a spirit of kindness and protection." 

"And a fine job you have done," answered the old messenger, “But I have a question for you.  If your human were to die, what do you think would hap --. . . ?”
Zil rushed to Spectrum’s feet.  “Oh, please tell us Henry's not about to die!” he cried, "I wasn't warned!  I'm not ready!"
Spectrum calmly motioned for Zil to get up.  

“Be calm, young Zil,” he replied, "Henry will not die today."  Spectrum gazed down at the Earth for a long time without saying anything.  
In the distance, a strand glimmered.  

“What I am trying to ask, my dear friends, is what do you think happens to a person’s strand at the moment they die?” continued Spectrum.
The messengers glanced awkwardly at one another. Their job was only to live in a human being's strand and to help it stay strong.   The actual moment of a person's death was something very private, between the human and the star.   About that, they knew almost nothing.  Before a human died, messengers were always sent to Earth to comfort loved ones, while the strand was returned to the star in a mysterious, secret process.  
It was The Way of Things, the way star had said it should be. 
.

After a long silence, Vem finally spoke.  “We have always taught,” she said, gently, “that it is none of our business, Spectrum.”
Spectrum rose from the cloud sofa and hovered slightly above them.  Grasping the prism that hung from his neck, he held it up to the brilliant light of the star. 
“Come, share the mystery,” he said.
Instantly, showers of light emanated from the prism, sparkling all around them and illuminating thousands of strands throughout space, seemingly to the darkest parts of the universe.  Some were thick, some thin, some rippled and vibrated intensely, a few were perfectly still.  
One particular strand was the most brilliant of all.  Its intense light grew increasingly stronger until   the messengers had to look away.  

But even though the strand seemed as bright as it could be, somehow it grew brighter.  The light became so strong that the other strands around it suddenly began to glow too, reflecting the light back to the one star that connected them all.  At that moment, the messengers heard a loud snap, and every strand but the very bright one vanished.  Deep, rumbling sounds echoed through the heavens as the bright strand began to roll up, one end coming very rapidly down from the star and the other as quickly up from the Earth.  

The two ends met violently, colliding in an enormous explosion of light and color.  As the smoke dissipated, at first it seemed that nothing was left of the bright strand.   But then, from a distant wisp of colored smoke, a single, gleaming disk emerged from the darkness, hurtling toward them at tremendous speed.  As it approached, Zil ducked and covered his head.  To his great relief, the disk slowed down just in time to avoid striking him. In a broad, perfect arc, it glided gently above his head, landing soundlessly at the old messenger's feet.  It was no larger than a man's hand.
"Though you have never seen one of these," said Spectrum, picking up the disk, "I tell you now, they are the reason for your existence."

As soon as they drew close to the beautiful, shining disk, the messengers were aware of intense joy and peace coming from it.
Zil was fascinated and kept staring at the disk until Spectrum smiled at him and held it out for him to hold. Zil shook his head.
"I wouldn’t want to break it," he said.
"Don't worry, Zil," reassured the old messenger kindly, "You cannot hurt the disk.  It is made to last forever." 

“What exactly is it?” whispered Zil.
“This, messengers, is a disk of peace,” explained Spectrum, “Made from the kindness and love of a human being's life." 
"Amazing!  I sense such intense peace coming from it,” Aikon remarked, "And joy. And great happiness."
"Yes," answered Spectrum.  "And if you, a messenger, feel this way, imagine its effect on Earth!"

Zil thought for a moment.  "The humans need it," he said.
"Oh, Zil!" exclaimed Spectrum, "Of course!  Every human being truly needs and craves peace."
“No, I mean those disks should be on Earth now,” said Zil, boldly, “They need them.”

“They do, but it's not time, Zil,” answered Spectrum, “. . . yet.” He added the last word pointedly.
“But when the time comes---those who live with these disks will never experience pain again.  Death, sorrow, fear . . . everything that robs the world of joy  . . . all negative emotions will be destroyed when brought close to a disk like this."

“Are they being used for something now?” asked Ranthir.  

“Their purpose is for the future,” answered Spectrum.
From inside Henry's strand, Argalis spoke again, "I recognize the peace that comes from the disk you hold, Spectrum.  It contains the love of an African woman’s life named Helen." 
The old messenger nodded.  "Yes, Helen’s spirit sleeps now, within the disk, which I will transport to the star.  It is a process that has taken place since life on Earth began.  Someday, at the end of Earth's time, this disk, as well as countless others, will be used to construct a great city of peace."

As he spread his hands out, a faint image appeared above them, traced in stars.  It showed a dome being constructed from thousands of glittering disks, arranged in an overlapping pattern of spirals.   Underneath it, the faint outline of a second dome appeared beneath it, creating the effect of an enormous sparkling ball shape.  
"This sphere represents the City of Peace, which will be completed at the end of time.  The Star Contingent will build it from all the disks made from the kindness and love of good people.  When the last disk is put in place, every life will be awakened and will dwell in this beautiful world forever."

The messengers gazed in wonder at Spectrum painting the heavens with his spiral design of stars.

"The design of the city is very exact," he said, his voice straining with emotion, "Every life lived in kindness and love creates a disk of a specific weight, shape and size; together they fit together perfectly to create the city’s domes.  Should even one person's life be missing, the structure of the city would be flawed.  And with even one disk gone --- one empty space --- the city will collapse."

With that, he abruptly clapped his strong hands together. The stars crumbled into a heap and vanished.

"But a disk could never go missing," stated Ranthir confidently, "Messengers watch a person's strand every moment.  And all disks come directly to you!"

Spectrum was silent.  

“Ranthir is right, isn’t he, Spectrum?” asked Zil.
Spectrum sighed.  “There are those who do not want to see the City of Peace ever built.  Cruel and violent, they do not have a place in the city, and resent that others have an eternal home there.  Nothing would please them more than to put its existence into jeopardy.” 

Though still watching the Earth as fiercely as ever, Airin was obviously listening very intently.  Her eyes narrowed.

“What are you getting at, Spectrum?” she asked.
"It’s time you all knew,” stated Spectrum, “The reason why I am here . . . sent to you by the star . . to say . . .”

He paused for a moment.

 “A strand is missing.”
"Missing?" cried Vem, “How could it be missing?”

“It was stolen,” answered Spectrum, sadly, “By a creature.”  
“But isn’t that impossible?” cried Aikon, a deep blue scroll materializing in her hands.  It was a copy of The Way of Things, a guide to the universe, “Earthly things like a book or a cup can be damaged by creatures . . . but creatures cannot touch strands . . . or anything else from the star for that matter.  It is the Way of Things!”
“That had always been The Way of Things,” answered Spectrum, “But it appears that for one moment in time. . . a creature . . . only one . . .  discovered some sort of loophole. . . He had access to a strand and stole a portion of it from a boy.”

At the word, “boy,” Zil looked up in distress.

“Spectrum,” said Airin, quietly, “Surely this strand can be replaced by the star."
 “No, it cannot.  Each strand is perfect and unique, and as such, irreplaceable.  The missing strand must be found or its disk of peace cannot be made,” continued Spectrum.
“And the City of Peace?” asked Airin, “What will become of it?”
“With a disk missing, it will not stand.”
“Some design flaw,” muttered Zil under his breath.  

“Hush, Zil,” whispered Airin.
“There is no flaw in the design,” corrected Spectrum kindly, “The flaw is only on the Earth . . . the creature’s influence and the boy’s action.”
“So, who is this boy?” whispered Zil, clearly worried the strand was Henry’s.

“It is someone you are all familiar with.” 
Zil looked away in despair.   
“ . . . Henry’s uncle, Oliver Duncan.”  
Zil breathed a huge sigh of relief, but the other messengers were paying little attention to him.  Instead, they all looked at Aikon.  She had been part of Oliver’s strand once.  She knew Henry’s uncle well.
“Oliver Duncan?” repeated Zil, “The uncle Henry lives with?”

“That’s the one,” said Vem, “An unusual fellow,”
“Very,” agreed Ranthir.

“Oh, I like him,” said Zil.

Aikon moved away from the group and looked down at the Earth, her eyes full of tears, “I always wondered why I had been so suddenly reassigned to another strand,” she said quietly, "I had no idea.” 

"Oliver was sent a special set of messengers," said Spectrum, "Who have been trying to communicate with him ever since.  But without a strand connecting them to him, it has been difficult.”

 “You saw nothing of the theft, Aikon?” asked Airin, “not even with your Omnoculars?”
Aikon shook her head.   “No.  The star just suddenly sent for us.  But if I were to guess, I'd say it had something to do . . . with those. . . those . . .”  
The messengers remained silent, waiting for Aikon to finish her sentence, but she began to weep uncontrollably.  Vem came to comfort her.  
“Tell us more,” she inquired, softly, "What happened?
“He was a nice kid, really,” she began, “With a great interest in the animals of the sea.  At the time, it seemed normal enough.  But suddenly he began to think he could communicate with them, we saw a great change in Oliver.”
Spectrum nodded.
"You are correct, Aikon.  It was then that the creature created a puzzle for Oliver," he said.
"A puzzle for what?" asked Ranthir.
"He promised Oliver the secret of peace," answered Spectrum, "But in the form of a puzzle, using all the innocent animals of the sea he could find.”
 “But what will the puzzle reveal?”

”Well, of course it will reveal the hiding place of the strnOnly the star and the creature know the hiding place,” answered Spectrum. “That only the creature and the star know.”
“Not even the Omnoculars will reveal it?”

“If Oliver can solve the puzzle, it will lead him to his own strand.”
“Oliver is stuck.  He must let go of his old ways”

“But he is afraid.”

“He’s put so much time into it.”

“For sixty years he has tried unsuccessfully to solve the puzzle,” stated Spectrum, “But time is running out. The star thinks Henry may succeed where others have failed.  He is our greatest hope.” 

“So that’s where we come in,” stated Ranthir, “Henry's help is needed.”

“How do we know the lost portion of the strand still even exists?” asked Zil, “The creature may have destroyed it!”
 “Nothing but the Great Star can affect a strand,” Spectrum reminded him gently, ”The missing fragment is protected somewhere, Zil, we definitely know that.”

“Amazing!  To think what we’re being asked to do,!” gasped Zil, “We may be able do what messengers haven’t been able to in sixty years!” he pumped his fist enthusiastically.

“It is Henry’s destiny to try, not yours, Zil,” corrected Spectrum gently.
“Yes, of course,” said Zil, flushing deep gold.
"So it will all come down to whether we can get through to Henry, and Henry can get through to his uncle?"

"Yes, and it will be a challenge.  For 60 years," continued the old messenger, "Oliver has been kept from hearing his messengers.  But since Henry has come to live with him . . ."
Spectrum turned to the messengers and smiled.
"After many years of loneliness and failure, Oliver was asked to look after Henry," he explained, “He loves him, and that is what the Star knows will help break through.”
"So his love for Henry is our hope?" asked Zil.

"Oh, yes," smiled the old messenger, “Not just for Oliver, but for the whole world.”
"Yes.  We understand.  We saw the images in the Omnoculars," recalled Yellow.

“Henry has a key role in the destiny of all good people of the Earth.  That is what you saw in the Omnoculars."

“How best can we help?” asked Aikon.

“The closer he gets to succeeding,” the messenger explained, “The more difficult things will become for him.  Your priority will continue to be to keep Henry safe.  But as he follows in his uncle's footsteps, he will undoubtedly encounter many, many more vicious creatures than he did tonight . . . and their helpers.  They no longer have any respect for the Way of Things.  As the uncle’s life is nearing an end, and they have nothing to lose and everything to gain.”

“We will be on watch at all times,” answered Ranthir.
"And no time is more important than right now," said Spectrum, nodding to Airin.
 “I believe Henry needs us," said Airin.
Spectrum nodded.

“Be at one with peace,” called Spectrum, one arm raised to bid them farewell. 
And with those words, he twisted into a slender petal of gold and silver which enveloped him into the light of the Star Contingent’s strand.

