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This series is dedicated to:




All who face challenges

and learn to believe in themselves.




Find what no one else can find,

in a world that only you and your best friend can see.




Look inside your heart.




















From Chapter 9 – “You Can Imagine Anything”




Leaving the box on his lap, he took hold of the lid with both hands and lifted it up, then let it tumble to the floor.

He leaned his head forward to look inside.

Hex looked too.

So did Halo.

Not one of them saw anything.

Nothing at all.

While Jayden looked at his mother, her smile noticeable even behind her steaming mug, and at his father, who didn’t even try to hide his grin, Hex made a skillful leap up and into the box.

It rocked gently on Jayden’s lap and came to a stop when Halo held it to get a better look inside for himself.

“Um, there’s nothing in there.”

“Well,” his mother said and took a quick sip. “That’s definitely one way to look at it.”









CHAPTER ONE

Just in Time for Christmas


A HEAVY BUT clean boot pressed on the bus’s brake pedal and sent a shriek up into a sky thick with low clouds. And it seemed to rip those clouds open, inviting them to dump snow so heavy that most of the giant flakes held onto each other as they fell to blanket the land.

“Jay, look at that!” she said, pointing toward the windshield, where the driver had given the wipers a chance to prove their worth. “It just started!”

“Wow! Just in time for Christmas?”

“Yep! I guess so!”

Jayden Blue and Raylene Hawkins waited only until the driver had coasted the long vehicle to a stop near the walkway in front of Jayden’s house before they jumped up from the cold vinyl seat. He’d stepped aside to let Raylene get to the door first, and he followed close behind her, giving the man in the driver’s seat a glance. The driver grinned at him before pressing the button, and the door rattled and clanged and folded itself up neatly.

But his eyes stretched open as he looked past Jayden.

“Hey,” he said, “you’re not supposed to—”

Jayden heard Raylene giggle behind him and turned quickly enough to watch her leap over the cold metal steps, all the way to the concrete walkway. What he noticed most was her long, straight brown hair puffing up behind her, some of it still hidden beneath her purple knit hat. 

Just after her high brown boots landed solidly, she turned and looked up at him with a smile.

“Rayl, give me some room!” he said as he stooped down just a bit.

“Hey, you two,” said the driver, his voice a mixture of stern and laughing, “that’s not—”

Jayden jumped up and out, and his sneakers slapped the frozen walkway right next to Raylene. They shared satisfied smiles before looking back at the bus driver.

He shook his head and with his gloved finger ready to hit the door button again, he said, “We’ll talk about that in a couple of weeks. Enjoy your break, you two.”

Jayden and Raylene nodded and waved up at the man.

With a squeak and a groan, the door jerked itself closed, and the big engine sang out a deep rumble. After a determined clunk somewhere underneath, it began a slow crawl down the street, its tires squishing paths into the wet snow.

“Two whole weeks, Jay!”

“No homework!”

“And no cafeteria food!”

“Ugh. Don’t forget the slop. I still can’t even imagine what that might be.”

“No one can.”

“And no gym class,” he said while looking down at his sneakers.

“Nope. No gym class for a while, Jay.”

He looked up again but didn’t smile, and he waited till her eyes met his.

“Rayl, let’s not even talk about it.”

“Gym, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

“For how long?”

He looked left, then right, then back at her.

“Um, until school starts again. Let’s just never talk about it, okay?”

She tipped her head and stifled a smile at seeing that he wasn’t joking.

“Sure, Jay. We don’t have to talk about it.”

“Nope.”




THEY PAUSED FOR a moment to watch the bus volunteering to get swallowed up in falling snow, the roar of its engine fading quickly. Above them, the line of evergreens between the sidewalk and the street were intent on catching as much as their branches could collect, offering Jayden and Raylene a cold but cozy shelter.

Somewhere high in the trees, a bird called out, but Jayden had already turned to face Raylene.

“We don’t even have our tree up yet, Rayl. My dad’s been working, and my mom had a bunch of teaching stuff every day.”

“Ours is up. You guys better hurry—Christmas is Saturday, and tomorrow’s Christmas Eve already.”

“I think we’re doing that tonight. Are you coming over? Maybe my mom will make us some hot chocolate.”

“Sure! Yep, that sounds good.”

She rubbed at a few flakes that were slow to melt on her nose, scrunching up her face as she wiped with a fuzzy mitten.

“I can barely see my house,” she said.

“Mine too.”

They began a slow journey from the street to the sidewalk, each with a backpack slung over a shoulder. Jayden’s long and thick wavy brown hair seemed to be a popular gathering spot for snow, and Raylene took a swipe at it, dragging her mitten across the top.

When he stopped and turned toward her, she said, “Snow, Jay. It’s really piling up.”

“On my head?”

“Yep. I’m going to stop at home for a while then come over, alright?”

He looked at his yard, already an unblemished field of white, then at Raylene’s yard, right next door.

“If you don’t get snowed in, you mean?”

“Yep. Tell Hex and Halo I’ll be right over, okay?”

“They probably already know, Rayl. They’re amazing.”

“Yeah, they’re good cats. Okay, Jay, see you soon.”

She turned quickly, snapping her hair back over her shoulder, and he watched it dusting the back of her parka as she hurried on a direct path toward her front door.




JAYDEN WAITED BENEATH the bristly pine branches until Raylene had opened her door, turned to wave, then disappeared inside. His sneakers left neat tracks in the snowy walk up to his porch, and he decided to climb the three steps rather than jump to the top.

With his hand on the doorknob, he stopped himself, wondering if Hex and Halo had any unusual plans for him.

“Nope,” he said aloud. “That’s only when I’m leaving in the morning.”

He turned the knob, whooshed in the door, and looked at their favorite place to relax: the dark blue couch with a large painting of a field of wildflowers hanging on the wall above it.

Hex, he knew, would be obvious if he were lying there. With nothing but white fur, except for a black “x” on his left side, he couldn’t blend in if he tried. Even his bright blue eyes would give him away.

Halo, though, being almost completely black but with a white ring on his head, would be hard to see. Unless he was staring at him. With his big green eyes.

But neither cat was there; the couch was empty except for a few scattered tufts of white and black fur.

That’s weird, he thought. Those cats are always waiting there. Maybe they’re eating?

He pushed the door in far enough to step inside, slammed it shut behind him, driving a light cloud of flakes everywhere, and stomped his sneakers a few times each, clearing them of snow.

“Mom!”

Mrs. Blue appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, one hand on her hip and the other holding a mug of coffee with a wisp of vapor escaping toward the ceiling.

“Hi, Jay. Is something wrong?”

He dropped his backpack on the floor near the closet door and shook his head.

“Nope.”

He pointed at the couch.

“It’s just that—”

Hex and Halo came marching into the living room from the kitchen, their tails pointed straight up.

“It’s just what?”

“Oh, um, I was just wondering where the cats were.”

“They were keeping me company while I was in here doing some reading. I bet they’ll be happy to have you home for a while, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, Mom. Probably. What time is dinner? What are we having?”

“It won’t be for another hour or two, Jay, so grab yourself a cookie if you want. I’m going to whip up some spaghetti. How does that sound?”

“It sounds good.”

He began tugging off his jacket, and his mother disappeared back into the kitchen just as Hex and Halo closed the distance and stood near his sneakers, looking up at him.

“What, guys?”

They continued to stare up at him for a second, then they turned to look at each other.

Jayden tossed his jacket onto the nearest chair without looking and watched the cats pad their way to the base of the stairs. When they froze, looking toward the top, he scratched his chin a few times and leaned his head to one side.

At the same time, they turned themselves around, still standing close enough that their tails were casually sweeping the first step.

“Guys, what are you up to?”

Both pairs of unblinking eyes were focused on him, but Jayden chose to look at the blue ones—Hex’s.

And his jaw dropped when he saw Hex poke a back leg behind him, up onto the step. Then, he placed the other one up there and scooted himself back. Still staring at Jayden, he hopped his front paws up too.

He stood there, unblinking blue eyes watching Jayden.

“Hex. What are you—”

He turned his eyes at seeing Halo reach up and behind with one leg, then the other, then hop up to join his brother.

He froze, too, with shiny green eyes gazing up at Jayden.

“No way. Cats don’t—”

Hex repeated his procedure up to the second step, and Halo yawned once and followed.

Jayden shook his head and watched them both climb backwards up onto the third step.

“Mom! Mom, you have to see this!”

“Jay, I’m pretty comfortable, and I’m kind of busy too. What’s going on?”

“Mom!”

The cats relocated themselves to the fourth step, shiny eyes fixed on his the entire time.

Jayden blew out a deep breath and ran toward the kitchen. At the doorway, he leaned in and said, “Mom, the cats! Come see!”

“Jay, I just sat down, and I really need to—”

“No, Mom, you have to! Come on!”

“Alright. I guess I’m a little curious now anyway.”

She got up, coffee still in her hand, and pushed her wire-framed glasses up before following after him. By the time she’d reached the bottom of the stairs, Jayden was staring toward the second floor, his eyes opened wide.

She looked.

She saw Hex and Halo sitting on the sixth step up.

Hex stared at them.

Halo yawned again. Then, he stared too.

“Jay? The cats? What about them?”

“Mom, no, you should have seen them! Do cats ever walk backwards up steps?”

Mrs. Blue slid her glasses down and squinted over them at him.

“Jay, they’re just sitting there.”

“Mom, I know, but they—”

Both cats turned quickly and began a speedy travel to the top, Hex taking three steps in a single bound and Halo two. At the top, they both rushed off toward the left and out of sight, their claws scraping at the hardwood floor.

“Well, Jay, I think they’re probably hiding in your room somewhere.”

She took a sip and began a slow walk through the living room and back to the kitchen, but she stopped and turned back around at Jayden calling her.

“Mom, wait! You didn’t see them. But I did. I watched them, and they—”

“Jay, come on and have a cookie. You can go up and ask them about it later.”

She grinned, shook her head, and pushed her glasses back up.

“I’m going to go read. Jay, maybe you need that cookie.”

He gazed at her for only a second and when he turned his head to look up the stairs, Mrs. Blue returned to her book and seat at the kitchen table.

After glancing once at the empty doorway to the kitchen, Jayden again looked up at hearing a light sound of claws sneaking along the wood floor.

Without another sound, Halo peeked around the wall. Low. Like he might have been lying down. Above his head, almost resting his chin on Halo’s ring, Hex stared down at him too.

Blue and green eyes, wide open and studying him.

“Guys?”

Then, they blinked a few times and ran toward his bedroom.




“DO YOU WANT some hot chocolate with that, Honey?”

Jayden looked up from his book, seated on the couch and warm with a cat pressed into him on each side. He hurried to swallow the bite of chocolate chip cookie before answering.

“Yeah, but can we wait until Rayl’s here? She’s coming over.”

“Oh, Raylene. That’s nice. Sure, Jay.”

Mrs. Blue stopped leaning into the room and took a step inside.

“She’s turning out to be a pretty good friend, don’t you think?”

“I guess. Yeah.”

“I know you didn’t want Adam and his brother and sister to move. What was that—two years ago?”

“Yeah. I think. I was in fifth grade.”

“That’s right. I remember the look on your face when you watched the Hawkins family move in. You kept waiting to see if Raylene had a brother, but she didn’t. It’s just her.”

Jayden took another bite and answered while chewing.

“Raylene’s nice, though.”

“Yes, she certainly is. Plan on having some hot chocolate with her when she comes over, alright?”

“Okay, Mom.”

They both looked at the sound of a soft, muffled pounding on the front door. Hex and Halo squirmed themselves upright, hopped to the floor, and scurried to the foyer, where they waited, looking up at the door.

“The cats sure do like her, Jay.”

Jayden sighed, still not quite believing what he’d seen just a few moments earlier.

“Yep. Yeah, they do.”

While he was getting up, his mother retreated toward the kitchen and said over her shoulder, “Two hot chocolates—coming up.”




JAYDEN RUSHED OVER and swung in the door, sending thick Nebraska snowflakes fluttering in a cloud that coated the floor, the cats, and anything else nearby.

“Rayl, come on in. It’s a blizzard out there.”

“It really is, Jay. Cold, too.”

He slammed the door behind her, and she stomped her boots after first being sure that Hex and Halo had given her enough room. With a hand on each hip, she leaned over.

“Hello, Hex. Hi, Halo.”

She reached down to scratch the tops of their heads and around their ears, and they each began a deep purr.

“They like you, Rayl.”

“Well, I like them too. You boys being good?”

The cats glanced at each other, then raced up the steps. Hex made it to the top first, but Halo was close behind him.

“Yeah, Rayl, they’re being good. Just weird. Want some hot chocolate?”

“Yeah! I need it today.”

“My mom’s cooking it up. Want a cookie too?”

“Nope. We’re going to have dinner real soon.”

She tossed her parka on top of his jacket, and they both began walking toward the couch. But they stopped at the sound of a lot of paws tapping the steps, and they turned just in time to see Hex
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