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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 6 – “We Are Lions!”




“I don’t know, Rayl, but I think this is where they live.”




“It makes sense that big cats would live—”




Hex’s father turned quickly and said, “We are lions!”




Jayden and Raylene stared at each other for a second, then they looked back at Hexdad.




“Um,” said Jayden, “you look just like Hex and Halo.”




“Only bigger,” said Raylene. “Way bigger.”









CHAPTER ONE

Slap with a Bushy Tail




HE HEARD THE strong, enthusiastic purring even before opening his eyes. By the way his blankets were pinned down on each side of him, he knew that they’d snuggled in as close as they could—it must be a cold morning, he thought, just like the forecaster had predicted.

“It’s snowing out there, isn’t it, guys?”

Like every other time, they chose to not answer, and their purring hadn’t changed at all.

So, Jayden tipped his head up and opened his sleepy eyes. He looked first to his right, at Halo, who was staring directly at him with his bright green eyes.

The cat tipped his head to nuzzle Jayden’s arm under the blanket, revealing the unmistakable white ring on his head and parts of his ears, obvious against his completely black fur everywhere else.

“Hi, Halo.”

Jayden turned his blinking eyes to the left, and he was greeted with an intense stare by a pair of shiny blue eyes.

“Hi, Hex. Hey, let’s not start the week with a hex, okay?”

He waited for an answer, but Hex didn’t offer one. He didn’t even stand and stretch to show a willingness to start the day. If he had, he probably would have revealed the black markings on his left side in the form of a letter “x.”

Instead, all Jayden could see was flawless white fur surrounding his piercing blue eyes.

“Oh, fine. A hex to start my Monday. Thanks, Hex.”

Both cats continued to purr, each only occasionally flicking his tail lazily.

Jayden wiggled his arms free and crossed them behind his head after running his fingers through his thick, wavy brown hair a few times. He lay there, looking at the ceiling, grinning at how both cats had shifted closer to tighten his cocoon.

“Last week,” he said, still studying the mostly dark ceiling, “we played hide and seek. Remember that? Remember all the unbelievable tricks you guys played?”

He looked at Halo, who had no response.

A glance at Hex didn’t lead to an answer from him either.

“I still haven’t figured out any of that. The week before, you were attacking me before I could sneak out of the house. Remember that?”

He looked at each one quickly, shook his head at their lack of any reply, and looked again at the ceiling.

He sighed deeply and said, “Of course. You’ll never admit anything. My real question is about what game we’re playing this week. How about a hint?”

When he felt the cats rolling into him on each side, pressing the blankets tighter and ending up on their backs, he laughed and reached out to scratch their bellies.

“What are you telling me? That you just want attention? Don’t you already get loads of that?”

Whatever they said, they said it with their purring while he continued scratching around under their chins. They gave each other a quick glance, then focused on his eyes again.

“What was that? You do have something planned, don’t you?”

He gave his clock on the nightstand a quick study, then tipped his head up enough to look at Hex and Halo.

“Okay, guys. I have to get going. I have to get ready, pack my books, eat breakfast, and get out on the porch in time to wait for the bus with Rayl.”

Hex didn’t move. Neither did Halo.

“Guys. Really.”

The cats purred and stayed where they were.

“Alright. You’re leaving me no choice.”

He got a good grip on the edge of his blankets and lifted them as high as he could.

The cats had dug in their claws and seemed to be enjoying the ride.

“Alright. You asked for it.”

He sat up, still keeping his hands up high, and the blanket was almost straight up.

Hex hung on. So did Halo.

“You guys are being ridiculous. Alright. Here we go.”

Still holding the blanket high, he brought his legs in tight, managed to stand up, and held the edge of the blanket high above the bed. The cats were about even with his head and even though he couldn’t see them, he could feel their weight.

“Guys! Come on! Really, I have to get going!”

The weight on the left side ended with the sound of Hex unhooking himself and plopping onto the bed. Then, Halo dropped too. When Jayden lowered the blanket, he saw both cats padding their way out of his bedroom, their tails pointing at the ceiling.

Never taking his eyes off of the door, he jumped to the floor, rushed over, and closed it up.










AFTER GETTING READY for school, Jayden jammed all of his books into his backpack and made sure that all of the fasteners were closed and secured.

No way Hex can hide in there this time, he thought. And there’s no way they could be hiding in my room—I kept that door closed.

He cracked open his door enough to take a look around the hallway. He’d closed the bathroom door, and the other two bedrooms were closed too.

Will I be attacked? he wondered. Will they be hiding? Or something else?

He stepped out into the hall and pulled his door shut quietly. His sneakers squeaked only a little as he crept along the wood floor. The carpet runners on the steps helped him stay quiet until he was far enough down to lean over and peer into the living room.

It was dim in the room, still early morning, but enough light leaked in from the kitchen to light up pairs of green and blue eyes. The cats were lying comfortably on the dark blue couch, Halo mostly blending in with his black fur.

“Huh. Okay, I guess it’s just breakfast, then.”

He continued to the bottom and began the short walk through the room and toward the kitchen, unblinking eyes focused on him the entire way.










“HI, MOM. HI, Dad.”

Jayden’s mother was finishing preparing his breakfast at the counter, and she said, over her shoulder, “How about an omelet today, Jay? Toast too?”

“Sounds good. I’m starving.”

When he took his seat, his father had already folded up the newspaper and said, “So, Jay, what’s going on this week?”

“Oh, the usual stuff probably. There won’t be any more track for gym class, not with all that snow. And in math, we’re going to—”

“No, not that. That’s all good, but I’m wondering about those cats. What’s the game?”

“Oh, the cats. Right. I have no idea.”

His mother set a plate in front of him and reclaimed her seat, where she continued to enjoy her steaming coffee.

“Mom, this looks great. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Oh, you know what? Before things get weird with those cats, maybe I should feed them.”

She set down her mug and within a few seconds, she’d popped the top of a cat food can and spooned it evenly onto two plates. At the sound of the prying of the metal lid, the cats had rushed in and were waiting for her to set the plates on the floor.

“They’re hungry too,” said his father. “In case you’re curious, I’m not opening the door to the garage.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think we’re playing hide and seek anymore.”

“No? Well,” he said, after finishing his coffee and standing, “you’ll have to tell me all about it later. I need to get into work early. Good luck with those cats, Jay.”

“Thanks, Dad, but I don’t think I have a chance with these two.”

“And do you remember why?”

“Yeah, Dad. They’re just too good at being cats.”

“They really are pretty smart,” said his mother.










HIS FATHER HAD left, and his mother had kept him company while he ate his giant omelet and a second serving of toast.

“You do like that jelly, don’t you?”

“Yeah, Mom. I like strawberry, too, just like Mort.”

“Who’s Mort?”

“Oh, that’s Morton. He’s the one I almost beat in that race last week.”

“Well, you could probably beat him at eating omelets.”

Jayden grinned while he chewed.

The cats had finished and turned to face the table. They froze there, both standing and watching Jayden and his mother.

His mother shook her head slowly and said, “I’ve never seen that before, Jay.”

Both stared at the two cats, seeing that they’d gotten just a drop of food on their chins and down on their chests. The soupy brown mush was more obvious on Hex’s white fur, but Halo had his own tiny clumps clinging to his black fur.

“Me neither. How did that happen? What’s going on with them?”

“Oh, Jay! That’s actually a good reminder about those bibs. Remember that? Your father brought it up, and we were going to try to wear some the next time we had spaghetti.”

“I remember. But, Mom, maybe you really should make some for them too?”

“Well, you know, we sure could. Just for fun. Is Raylene coming over soon?”

“Yeah, she always waits with me for the bus. She’ll be here in a few minutes. I better get going.”

“Me too.”

“Where are you going?”

“Nowhere, Jay. Not yet. But I do want to see if I have anything to make bibs for the cats.”

“Really, Mom? You’re really going to?”

“Sure. Why not?”

Jayden stared at his mother for a few seconds, not blinking, then they both watched the cats take a leisurely walk into the living room.










I DON’T KNOW for sure that they won’t pounce on me, he thought, so I better be ready to go.

He put on his warm coat and added the backpack over it. He cinched it up tight and began a cautious walk out of his room, then down the hallway, then down the stairs.

Before he could lean over and peek around, he heard his mother’s voice in the kitchen.

Dad’s gone, he thought, so what’s going on? Maybe she’s on the phone?

He leaned over and saw their eyes shining brightly from the couch. Before he could wonder why they’d chosen to not play any kind of game, he noticed that something wasn’t right.

The pairs of eyes were at odd angles.

Sometimes, only one eye went dark, then the other.

In the dim light, they looked all jumbled up.

He was sure that was them, though, because who else could it be?

“Huh.”

He hurried to the bottom of the stairs and flipped the light switch.

“Oh, no way! You guys . . . how did that happen?”

Both cats were completely wrapped in loop after loop of yarn of many different colors. 

Some loops held an arm and leg from Halo together, others held both of Hex’s legs, and another tangled clump held legs and arms from each.

Some loops held both cats to each other, side to side.

Both had tight strands that pinned their whiskers back.

One of Hex’s ears was wrapped tight.

A tight string across one of Halo’s eyes prompted him to keep it closed.

So was one of Hex’s eyes.

They’re in trouble! he thought. How can I save them the quickest?

“How did this even happen?”

One bright green eye and one calm blue eye pleaded with him for help.

“Mom! What happened?”

He heard her in the kitchen, saying, “Hang on, Sherri. Jay needs something. What, Jay?”

“Mom, what happened to the cats?”

“Oh, Jay, I have no idea. Anyway, I’m on the phone. Okay, Sherri, I’m back.”

Jayden rushed over and began unwinding the helpless cats, and he called out again, “Mom, they’re all tangled up!”

“Jay, just do the best you can.”

Jayden stared for a second at the doorway to the kitchen, then he shook his head and smiled.

Yeah, he thought. Hex and Halo and their games are just for me to figure out.

He got Hex’s ear free and began working on getting their whiskers loose. Then, he tried helping their legs, but their reflexes kept them kicking, and he couldn’t find the end to untie them.

“Mom, where did all this yarn come from?”

“Hang on again, Sherri. Jay, I was looking for material to make bibs for those cats. It was all mixed in with the yarn and stuff. Sherri, okay, what were you saying?”

Big blue and green eyes looked up at him while he frantically tried to unwind them. He finally separated the two cats and quickly got Hex’s legs free. He stood and arched his back.

“You’re welcome, Hex. I still have to help Halo, though.”

While he was trying to find a way to untie the mostly-black cat with a white ring on his head, Hex decided that he’d like to help.

“No, Hex, that’s not helping. You’re just going to—”

With his sharp claws, Hex had somehow tangled himself back into a knot with his brother.

“No, Hex! Mom! I can’t—”

A quick three thumps on the front door caused him to pause his efforts. Big eyes from his helpless cats looked up at him.

“You guys!”

Jayden jumped up and ran to the door. With a quick whoosh, he swung the door in, drawing in clouds of snow and waves of cold air.

Raylene stood with a mitten still raised where she’d been knocking. Her purple knit cap was plastered with snowflakes, and she tried to brush some of it off of her shoulders.

“Hi, Jay. You ready?”

Her cheeks were red from the cold and her eyes were bright. She gave Jayden a big smile.

“Yeah. I mean, no! Rayl, I need your help. Come on!”

He took her hand and dragged her inside, then he slammed the door.

“Look!”

“Jay. What did you do to them?”

“I didn’t do it! They did it themselves! Come on!”

Still holding her hand, he led the way to the cats.

“Hi, Hex. Hi, Halo,” she said. “What are you guys doing?”

They couldn’t move. Neither one spoke.

“Just help me get them loose, okay? We don’t have a lot of time before the bus gets here.”

“Where’s your mom and dad? Can they help?”

“My dad left already. And my mom is on the phone. It’s up to us.”

“Well, between the two of us, we should be able to figure this out.”

A few minutes later, they’d separated both cats from all of the yarn. Jayden balled it all up and jammed it back into his mother’s storage container, and he made sure that he’d snapped the lid closed tightly.

Both let out deep sighs and sat on the couch, the cats purring and climbing all around on their laps. Almost every time either of them turned, they whipped their tails into whoever’s face was closest.

“Halo, dear, enough with the tail!” said Raylene.

“You, too, Hex,” said Jayden, spitting out bits of cat hair. “We don’t need cat fur all over our faces. What’s going on with you guys?”

Each cat gave them one more solid slap with a bushy tail, then they settled down.

“Jay. That was weird. How did that happen with the yarn?”

“I wish I knew, Rayl.”

They heard their bus backfire, still far down the street.

“We have to go. Bus is coming.”

“Do you think we’ll ever figure out your cats, Jay?”

“Huh. I wonder.”










OUT ON THE narrow porch that ran most of the length of his house, Jayden Blue stood with Raylene Hawkins at the top of the stairs. Three steps led to a walk that ran down to the sidewalk near the road. In each direction, tall evergreen trees grew between the sidewalk and the road, and another short walkway led to the street.

The porch and stairs were gray and the tree branches were green, but they couldn’t see any colors. Everything was white, and the sky kept dumping more. So many flakes were in the air that they couldn’t hear the bus rumbling toward them, its tires rolling on a thick white cushion coating the street.

“Maybe you should get some boots, Jay.”

He looked down at her favorite boots: tall and brown. 

Then, he looked at his sneakers and felt the cold already invading them.

“You might be right. It’s really cold out here.”

“Snowy too. You ready for another week of school?”

“I suppose. How about you?”

“Yeah! I got the painting done, and I like how it turned out.”

A crow in the tree near the road cawed three times.

“There he is again!” said Jayden. “Think he’s going to fly at us?”

“I hope he does, Jay. Maybe we can see where he goes this time?”

“I wonder.”

The big bird flapped his wings a couple of times, hopping from branch to branch.

“Here he comes!”

The crow launched himself with his wings wide, and he dipped low, close to the drifts, flying straight at them. But he didn’t angle himself up. Instead, he only swooped to his left and rose a bit higher, just high enough to land on the porch about ten paces from them.

Jayden and Raylene stared, speechless, as the crow looked back at them. Then, he turned his head to face the house.

“Rayl, come on,” he said and took her hand.

They crunched through the deepening snow until they were ten steps from the porch, then they turned to look.

“Jay. I don’t believe it. I never expected that.”

“Me neither.”

Hex and Halo had jumped up onto the arm of a chair and stared out the window.

“They really are friends, Jay. Here too. Not just, um, you know where.”

The crow turned back toward them for a second, then he hopped and pumped his wings, circling away from the house slightly, then aiming higher.

They watched his flight for as long as they could, which was when they were looking at the upstairs bedroom windows.

“I know where he went,” she said, looking at Jayden.

“Me too. And we’re going there, too, right? After dinner?”

“Yeah, Jay. I love it there.”

“Still can’t talk about it, though.”

“Nope.”
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