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Dedication

For the kids who yearn to belong.

And in memory of Caesar, who had the bluest eyes, the softest meows, and the sharpest claws.
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1

Indigenous Peoples’ Day—ʔaciɬtalbixw tiʔəʔ sləx̌il

It’s early in the morning and I’m curled up on the couch, finishing a homework assignment for my health class while Vader purrs near my ear. He slinks along the windowsill beside me and stretches, extending his front claws, lifting his tail high, curling it into the shape of a hook. His eyes are bright green. His fur is short and sleek and black, except for a little white patch on his chest.

He stares at me, one ear flicking irritably, waiting to be acknowledged.

I set my pencil aside and stroke the top of his head. Satisfied, Vader nuzzles against my hand, his purrs deepening with each exhale.

“Couldn’t sleep, boy?” I whisper. Vader blinks at me slowly. “Yeah. Me neither.”

I barely slept at all.

Everyone else is still snoozing upstairs. Even Baby Zoe seems to be sleeping through the night, and she’s teething right now.

Not me. I was restless, constantly tossing and turning. I kept staring at the ceiling, at the numbers on the alarm clock, at the back of my mother’s head. Her bed is across the room from mine. She had a sleep mask drawn over her eyes; her dark hair was tucked into a long braid that snaked across her silk pillowcase. I could hear Grandpa’s wheezing snore from two doors down the hall. And just after two a.m., I was awake and aware of Auntie Jess when she came home from her shift at the hospital. I listened to her careful, measured footsteps as she crept up the stairs and past our door on her way to the room she shared with Uncle Kenji, with Baby Zoe’s bassinet at their bedside.

Eventually, I realized sleep wouldn’t come to me; I figured that I might as well finish my homework while the house was still and quiet.

I snuck out of bed and down the stairs.

The sun hadn’t risen, so I switched on the floor lamp; it bathed everything in a warm amber glow, illuminating the moss-green couches, the golden-brown floorboards, the gently curved wicker chairs around the dining table. A bookcase consumes an entire living room wall, filled with bird-watching guides, carved wooden figurines, science fiction novels, and laminated family albums. The TV is mounted in the middle of the opposite wall, a great and gleaming black mirror. The shelves beneath it hold boxy bins full of video game equipment, plus a tin popcorn bucket that doesn’t fit anywhere in the kitchen. Baskets full of colorful blocks and rolled-up burping cloths for Baby Zoe are tucked away in the corners of the room, along with scratching posts for Vader.

Vader reaches over me now, still purring, all lean and soft and warm, innocently flexing his paw. Then—quick—he bats at my pencil, sending it skittering across the floor.

I give him a look. “You did that on purpose.”

Vader flicks his whiskers. Keeps on purring.

“You’re lucky you’re so cute,” I tell him.

I flop over the edge of the couch, reaching for the pencil—it has rolled all the way over to my backpack, which is beside my stickered viola case by the front door. Ready for Monday. For school. For today.

My palms go clammy. There’s a reason why I was tossing and turning all night. A reason why I could barely close my eyes.

And that reason is a boy. His name is Ryan.
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Well, okay. He’s not the only reason. I’m just jittery about everything that is set to happen at school today. This is going to be a big day for me. A day of firsts.

I’m going to have my first piece published in the school newspaper—a poem about Indigenous Peoples’ Day. It’s personal and meaningful and important to me, as a descendant of the Upper Skagit Indian Tribe. I also think it’s better than any English assignment I’ve ever turned in. I’m proud and nervous and excited and scared to see it in print. My stomach does somersaults whenever I think about my classmates reading it.

So far, the only people who have read it are my best friend, Hanan—since she is one of the newspaper’s editors, and the whole thing was sort of her idea—and Ms. Roux, the language arts teacher who oversees the production of the Shorelands Times. Then my mom begged to read it. She and Auntie Jess and Uncle Kenji and Grandpa all teamed up and convinced me to read the poem aloud at the dinner table, while they listened and nodded, their brown eyes all bright with pride. Mom even wept a little bit—she’s sentimental like that. And by the end of it, they all whistled and cheered, chanting my name as I blushed and cringed away from their attention. It was loud and silly and embarrassing, but I was grateful. My family made me feel like I’d done something big. Something significant.

I wonder what my English teacher will think of it. Mr. Holt awards extra-credit points to his students whose columns are selected for the school newspaper. He leads class discussions about each piece, too. I’m nervous, knowing that he will call on me, knowing that he will advertise my article to everybody. Knowing that he might even ask me to recite it.

But I already know exactly what I want to say. I have it all planned out in my mind.

Just like my plan for Ryan.

I met Ryan Thomas in the Gamer Club. Our club meets after school on Tuesdays in the computer lab, under the supervision of Mr. Li, the video production teacher. At our very first gathering, Mr. Li had us pull chairs away from the banks of computers to sit in a circle and introduce ourselves. He also asked us to list our favorite games or describe our favorite types of games.

“I’ll go first!” Mr. Li said happily. “I love strategy games. Anything that requires me to think two steps ahead of my opponent.”

My head spun with possible responses. But as each person shared, I started to wonder if I’d made a mistake joining this club. It seemed like everyone else was more serious about gaming than I was. In their introductions, the other kids boasted about their high scores and personal records, their amateur tournaments and league competition championships. Many used language and acronyms I’d never even heard of—FPS, MMO, RPG.

Meanwhile, the only real response I could think of was, I like games because they’re fun.

Then Ryan’s turn came: “Hey, I’m Ryan,” he said. He ruffled his blond hair as he spoke, running his fingers through the bangs that swooped across his forehead. “And I’ll play anything, as long as it’s fun; I’m just here for a good time. I like a lot of sports games—I play baseball and skateboard in real life. I also like stuff that scares me. That might sound weird, but whatever.” He gave a rueful grin, and a few of us around the circle—myself included—smiled back at him, nodding. “Games with zombies, evil wizards, apocalypses, that sort of thing. Oh, and I love Spacefaring Wanderers. That one’s my favorite right now.”

Mr. Li thanked him for sharing, and my gaze lingered on Ryan. Golden-haired, green-eyed Ryan. It was still the beginning of the school year, and he looked like he’d spent the entire summer outdoors, his skin was so deeply bronzed, his suntan flaking around his elbows. His feet were fidgety beneath his chair; his fingers plucked at a beaded purple bracelet on his wrist.

Suddenly, it was my turn to speak. I cleared my throat and stared down at my hands, feeling uneasy with everyone’s eyes on me.

“Hi, I’m Wesley,” I said. “And I like games that are fun but challenging. My favorites usually have open, fantastical worlds. And side quests! I think I like doing the side quests even more than the main storyline sometimes, because they can be so quick and satisfying, and you tend to meet interesting characters or travel to cool corners of the map.” I peeked around the circle, afraid that I was rambling too much, and Ryan caught my eye with an encouraging smile. I sat up a little straighter in my chair. “I also love a good puzzle or riddle. And for all those reasons combined, Spacefaring Wanderers is my favorite game ever.”

There were a few appreciative nods around the group. Mr. Li enthusiastically thanked me for sharing. From his spot across the circle, Ryan gave me a discreet thumbs-up.

After that, I couldn’t stop beaming.
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Mom was late to pick me up that day. Almost everyone else from the Gamer Club had gone home, while I was still seated on the bench by the drop-off loop, waiting and watching each car that passed on the main street.

And Ryan was there, waiting for his ride, too.

I tried to distract myself. I don’t have a cell phone—Mom is making me wait until I’m thirteen to get one—so I wasn’t able to play games or text Hanan. Instead, I pulled my binder out of my backpack and flipped through my homework assignments.

As if I could concentrate on anything else.

As if I could ignore him as he drew closer, his fingers still plucking at his purple bracelet.

He met my gaze and asked, “Do you mind if I sit here?”

I scooted aside so fast, I nearly slid off the bench. He smiled as he sat down; I snapped my binder shut.

I was immediately struck by how good he smelled. Some boys my age drench themselves with gross and overwhelming colognes, but Ryan’s scent was fresh and light and warm. Like laundry pulled straight from the dryer.

“Waiting for your parents?” he asked.

“My mom,” I told him.

“Same. She said that she’s running late because of Evil O.”

I blinked. “She’s, um—what?”

“Evil O.” Ryan smirked and showed me his wrist. Just as I’d suspected, the bracelet looked like the product of a little kids’ craft kit. The glossy purple strand was strung with colorful beads and five letter blocks, which spelled EVILO.

“My sister,” Ryan explained. “She’s seven and terrible and her name is Olive, but she put the letters on backward.”

I laughed, surprised and delighted. “She must not be that terrible. It’s a nice bracelet.”

“Well, you weren’t there when she raided my candy stash last Halloween.”

“Ah.” I shook my head in grave sympathy.

“Or the time she dropped my toy race car into our fish tank so the guppies wouldn’t be bored.”

“You’re lucky,” I told him. “I’ve always wanted siblings.”

As soon as I spoke the words, Baby Zoe’s sweet little face flashed in my mind. Her dark, twinkling eyes. Her drool-covered chin. She’s technically my cousin: my mom’s sister’s daughter. But ever since Mom and I moved into Grandpa’s house—along with my aunt and uncle and Zoe—it has felt like I gained a baby sister.

“Being an only child has its perks, though. I bet your house is so quiet. And you must have so much space. Your own room. Your own video game consoles. Your own everything.”

I didn’t want to correct him.

I didn’t want to explain how I shared a bedroom with my mother. About the “rough patch” she was going through.

I didn’t want to tell him about the complete lack of silence or space in Grandpa’s house.

Instead, I said, “True. It isn’t all bad.”

Ryan’s phone started ringing. He pulled it out of his pocket. Olive’s number was saved in his contacts as Lil Sis, followed by a green olive emoji. The picture that filled his screen revealed a small blond girl, smiling crookedly at the camera, with wild swirls of pink and green marker ink drawn all over her face.

“Oh, look,” Ryan said. “Chaos herself.”

I giggled as he took the call. His mother had pulled into the wrong parking lot on campus, so Ryan spent the next few minutes attempting to redirect her through Olive, the seven-year-old copilot. Eventually, a midnight-blue SUV turned into the dropoff loop.

“There they are,” he said, ending the call as Olive excitedly chanted: I see you, I see you, I see you! “Would you like a ride home?”

Warmth flooded my cheeks as I shook my head and said, “Oh, no. No. That’s very kind of you, but my mom will be here any second.”

“You sure? I promise, my mom won’t mind.”

The SUV pulled up to the curb. The back window rolled down, and Olive’s skinny little arm stuck out as she waved frantically to her brother. “Ryan!” she shouted. “Ryan! Over here!”

He sighed. His voice turned solemn as he said, “The only problem is that you’ll have to sit next to that little princess of terrors. And I can’t be held accountable if she somehow manages to fling glitter all over you.”

“She seems great, but I should wait for my mom. Thanks, though.”

“Okay, then.” Ryan stood up, hoisting his backpack straps higher onto his shoulders. “I’ll see you around, Wesley.”

“See you around,” I echoed.

Ten minutes later, Mom’s green Jeep came tearing into the drop-off loop. She plowed over the speed bumps, skidding to the yellow curb before me. As I climbed up into the passenger seat, she was breathlessly apologizing, explaining why she was late. And I only smiled and shrugged, content and adrift in my own thoughts about Ryan.
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I finish my worksheet, and for the first time in weeks, all my homework assignments are done early. Even the stuff that is due Tuesday and Wednesday has been completed.

I sigh with relief. This feels like a good omen. And at last, the sun has risen, the world outside slowly brightening through shades of gray. Everything is shrouded in a fog so dense I can’t even see the street beyond our front yard. Vader is still seated on the windowsill beside me. He watches the fog with narrowed green eyes, his ears angled forward, alert.

I’ve heard that fog banks like these are a sign that our ancestors are near. Perhaps this weather is a good omen, too.

I open my binder in my lap. Tuck this worksheet inside the interior flap, along with my other homework assignments and—the card.

The card that I made for Ryan.

The card that I plan to give him today.

I wriggle it free. Skim my fingertips across its surface. Pinch along its seam, straightening and deepening the fold.

When I made this card, I took a single sheet of plain white cardstock and folded it in half. Then I grabbed some colored pencils and a compass and a protractor to replicate the game map from Spacefaring Wanderers onto its front cover.

Spacefaring Wanderers is a video game set in an open galaxy. As your Wanderer avatar, you travel around in your spaceship to explore exciting, colorful planets. Each planet contains various quests to be completed, puzzles to be solved, and hidden gems to be collected. The quests and puzzles are how you earn points to level up; the gems are currency that allow you to customize your ship and your avatar’s appearance.

There are also occasional battles with aliens. And rogue asteroids to avoid.

It’s a lot of fun.

Recreating the map from the main menu was a long process, but only because I wanted it to look really good. I hope it will be a card worth keeping—something Ryan might want to hold on to. I drew clear, clean orbit rings with my compass. I colored the background in shades of violet and indigo to mimic the appearance of outer space. I took extra care to show the different textures of each planet on the map—some are freckled with craters, others have colorful swirls like marbles.

Then on the inside of the card, I wrote this simple poem:

Some planets are red

Some nebulas are blue

I could spend hours

Wandering the galaxy with you

Below this message, there is the word Tolo? written in careful block letters, followed by two options with checkboxes: Yes or No.

And I can only hope that he will check the Yes.

I pull my feet onto the couch, hugging my knees against my chest, the card pressed directly over my beating heart.

Vader reaches for me. He flexes his paw as he touches it to my shoulder, not scratching me, but seeking my attention. I turn to him, resting my cheek against the worn, lumpy couch cushion so that our noses nearly meet. His whiskers twitch. His green eyes are slits; he looks like he’s on the cusp of a nap. His purrs reverberate in his throat.

“Don’t worry,” I tell him. “No matter what happens today, you’re still my number one boy.”

Vader squeezes his eyes shut and angles forward, crushing his cheek against my nose. I scratch him behind his ears as he drags his forehead back and forth, nuzzling me.
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Mom is the first person to wake up. I hear the faint tones of our alarm going off in our room, and that’s my cue to put the card away. I return it to my binder, which gets promptly zipped inside my backpack. Then I sprawl onto the couch, fluff the pillow behind my neck, and wait.

When Mom comes downstairs, she looks sleepy and disheveled—her eye mask pushed crookedly up onto her forehead, locks of hair slipping free from the braid that tumbles to her waist. She yawns and squints at me as she steps down from the staircase, dressed in baggy gray sweatpants and a faded black tank top.

My mother is beautiful. She is on the short side of average with lean, muscular arms and legs. Her hair is naturally dark brown, though she regularly dyes it to a burgundy shade similar to the color of cherry cola. Her skin is smooth and tan, with a smattering of brown freckles over her nose and temples. Her eyes are wide, and her irises are so dark they almost appear black, yet her gaze has this constant sparkle.

Vader—who loves my mother more than he loves me, unapologetically—immediately leaps from the windowsill and pounces across my belly, using me as a stepping stone to get to her faster. He meows and circles her feet, his tail curling around her calves as he presses against her legs, purring affectionately.

Mom’s voice is groggy as she says, “Good morning. You’re up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“No? How come?”

I shrug. “Don’t know. My homework is done, though. Can I watch TV before school?”

Mom yawns again. Rubs her eyes with the backs of her knuckles. “Sure. Just keep the volume down. What do you want for breakfast?”

“Whatever we have.”

Mom nods and wanders into the kitchen, Vader trotting along at her heels.

I grab the remote and turn the TV on, navigating to my new favorite streaming app. Ryan actually introduced me to it—it’s an app full of professional gamers, who share live feeds and recordings of themselves playing for fun and in tournaments. They are able to chat and interact with their fans, too.

I open the short list of channels I subscribe to; three gamers are online, including my favorite streamer, gemmakitty01, whose stream title makes me gasp:

Happy Indigenous Peoples’ Day! | 24-Hour Live Charity Stream! | Come Watch Me Game and Chat with Native American Guest Stars!

Mom hears the gasp and pivots, glancing over her shoulder. “What happened?”

“Mom! Come here, come here, look!”

“Shhh.”

I frantically whisper, “Come! Look.”

Mom hurries back over, Vader scrambling to keep up.

Her mouth pops open as she reads the title. “Oh, wow. Is this Gemma?”

I click on the stream, and the screen fills up with an intense battle scene in the middle of an ancient-looking coliseum. The audio blasts in a rush of sword clangs. I flinch and squeeze the mute button, grimacing sheepishly.

Mom and I pause, waiting for Baby Zoe to wail, for the entire house to erupt. Vader tucks low and darts across the room to his scratching post, clobbering it with his claws, apparently inspired by the violence. But nothing else happens. The house remains still and silent.

“It’s okay,” Mom reassures me. “Grandpa and Kenji were watching the football game last night. They always forget to lower the volume before turning the TV off.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. Then I lower the volume by several bars before unmuting.

Mom wrinkles her nose. “This isn’t one of her normal games, right?”

I confirm, “It’s not.”

Normally, gemmakitty01 plays a lot of Spacefaring Wanderers, as well as other farming, puzzle, and simulation role-playing games. Her favorites have soothing soundtracks, pastel color palettes, and adorably animated characters.

This current game—which seems to be a gory battle royale, with gladiator avatars in a coliseum of sun-bleached stone and gritty sand—is unusual for her channel.

In the bottom corner of the screen, a small square shows a live feed of Gemma at her computer as she plays. Her hair is light pink and pulled back in a pair of pigtails; her cat-ear style headphones are also pink. Anime posters and floating bookshelves hover behind her, stacked with retro gaming consoles and cute stuffed animals.

In the top-middle part of the screen, there is a donation bar to log the amount of money her viewers have raised for charity. It’s early in the day, so only a sliver of the bar is shaded in, but it’s still cool to see.

Mom joins me on the couch. “Is Gemma Native?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe.”

“Do you know where she’s from? Where she lives?”

“Her profile just says central Oregon.”

“Hmm. That could mean a lot of things. Maybe she’s from Warm Springs?”

“Maybe.”

Mom wraps her arms around me. She rests her cheek against my hair. As I lean into her embrace, Vader hops onto the couch and curls up in Mom’s lap.
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