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      Ridley panted as she sprinted through the dark streets of Sant Andreu de Palomar. She’d known as soon as she’d proposed the game that she’d be the Fox and her friends would be the Hounds. She just hadn’t expected the goal to be the dried-up fountain in the middle of the courtyard where Margaret lived, three klicks away. She should’ve known better. Margaret’s parents were the worrying kind.

      Her personal PAN—kept in private mode—said she still had just over a kilometer to go, if she took the straight path. But with five Hounds out there, the straight path had to be guarded.

      Pausing in the shadow of a dumpster outside of a small market, she considered her options: the straight path (too dangerous), the left path around the large apartment building (longest path), or the series of back alleys to her right that would take her close to the Calatrava bridge that led to where most of the people on this side worked in the neighboring luxury districts of Sant Marti, La Barcelonata, or parts of Eixample.

      She chose the medium-length path to the right. The moon was high and, for the most part, everyone left running teenagers alone—whether they were being chased by the police or not. The police were respected…to a point.

      Ridley loved the feeling of running. The movement of her body. The pumping of her arms. The pounding of her feet. She was all meat—for now. Someday, she’d be able to afford cyberlimbs, and then she could run forever. Better than running though, was the hiding and tricking of her friends. She was the fastest Fox among them. It was the best free game in the world.

      Hearing someone else running, she ducked around another building and slid into the shadow of the darkened doorway of a clothes cleaner and tailor. Since everyone from Sant Andreu worked across the bridge in the high-end neighborhoods, they had to look good, no matter what their job was. Her own parents were a receptionist and a janitor, but both wore uniforms that had to look perfect at all times.

      Gabriella ran by, sprinting as fast as her dwarf legs could carry her. She was short but fast. If Gabby had sussed out her path, she was in trouble. Ridley waited until her friend was out of sight, then modified her route a little more. It would all come down to that last half klick. Maybe the last third.

      Now the running was swift but not sprinting, working to control her breathing—turning pants into slower, gulping breaths. All the while, Ridley constantly swiveled her head around. This was where the Hounds had the advantage: Numbers and knowing where the Fox was headed. All they had to do was get a full hand on the Fox and they’d win.

      Grinning, Ridley regained her breath. Her heart still pounded, but that was more excitement than anything else. Keeping her steps as soft as a running teenager could, she shot down the alleyway that led her to her last hard sprint. It would be in the open. No more cover. Gabriella was in front of her. If she was lucky, Gabby would be the only Hound ahead.

      Stopping at the corner of the alley, Ridley smelled the soy burgers someone was cooking, felt the gentle breeze, and judged the space. The courtyard looked empty. That didn’t mean that it was empty. Shadows hid a multitude of sins—cracked buildings, collected debris, people hiding.

      There was no more time. The longer she waited, the more likely the Hounds would reach the courtyard in time to catch her.

      Three…two…one! Ridley burst out of the alleyway and sprinted across the open courtyard towards the fountain in the distance. All she had to do was touch it.

      Gabby burst out of the shadows from one side. Luis revealed himself in a stumble from around another building on the main path. Ridley dismissed him. He was already gasping for air. It was Gabby she needed to worry about. Gabby who was headed straight for her.

      She put on a burst of speed, swerving away from her friend, victory in sight—!

      —Margaret rose from behind the fountain and ran around it to put herself between Ridley and the target.

      She was so surprised, she laughed. “That’s not fair!”

      “There’s no “fair” in Fox and Hounds!” Margaret ran toward her.

      Ridley tried to dodge both girls as best she could, but she faltered, and Gabriella grabbed her wrist when she was just scant centimeters away from being safe. Margaret slammed into them and the three girls went down in a tumble of gangly, flailing limbs.

      They lay there on the courtyard, laughing, as the rest of the Hounds showed up. Luis, Kyffin, and Shelia pounded up, howling the Hounds’ triumph.

      Ridley reached out a hand to the fountain and still couldn’t touch it. “Fine. You won. You won.”

      The three of them untangled themselves and calmed down as lights from various apartments around the square turned on and disapproving parental types looked out to see what kind of ruckus was going on this late at night.

      Ridley let Margaret help her up. “How did you get here before me?”

      Margaret shrugged. “Knew you wouldn’t take the straight shot. Ran here first.”

      “No fair. Shouldn’t have let you pick the target.”

      Before Margaret could respond, the reason she’d picked the target she did opened a window and shouted, “Time to come in, Margaret! It’s late, and you still have schoolwork.”

      Margaret was quick to respond. “Yes, Mama.” She gave everyone an apologetic wave and trotted to her apartment building.

      The group of teenagers drifted together and watched her go. Gabriella and Ridley gave each other a knowing glance. None of them looked at Luis as he gazed with naked longing at the door Margaret had disappeared into. His parents were the absent-at-best, abusive-at-worst kind. They’d all seen the bruises, clothes that didn’t fit, and dark hollows under his eyes.

      Kyffin punched Luis in the arm. “Come over to my house. Mom made stew tonight, and if we don’t eat as much as possible, we’ll be having leftovers for weeks. You don’t want two-week old stew.”

      Luis nodded. “Whiz.” He waved in the girls’ general direction and walked away with his friend.

      Gabby and Ridley watched them go. “He’s a good friend,” Ridley said. She helped Luis as much as she could, but her family was barely making it as it was. One parent worked days, the other worked nights, and nuyen was always tight.

      “You are, too. Any jobs for tomorrow, o’ slow turtle?”

      Ridley hmphed at Gabby’s play on her courier name, Terrapin. “Not that slow.”

      “You were slow tonight.”

      Ignoring the jab, she nodded. Ridley ran a small local courier company called Three Mice Running. “Yes, a couple of jobs, but I don’t have all the details. Probably more grocery deliveries.”

      It had started as just her, Margaret, and Gabriella. But because of their good prices, local customers, and reputation, Three Mice Running now had six employees. All of them used scooters to quickly deliver goods on the busy streets of Sant Andreu and beyond. Not that many of their jobs took them too far from home. Certainly not past Barcelona’s borders.

      “We should probably get home, too,” Gabriella said.

      Ridley nodded, and they walked to the next street over and down to the courtyard at the end. That reminder of Luis’s parents put a damper on what had been a good evening—even if she’d lost this round of Fox and Hounds.

      The trids seemed to show all poor people as dirty, drug-addicted losers. Everyone knew someone who had parents like that. It wasn’t as prevalent as the shows made it out to be, but stereotypes existed for a reason. Most poor families were filled with good parents just trying to do the best they could in a hard and unfair world, but those that had it better preferred to assume if you were poor, you deserved it.

      The truth was that most low income people were just trying to get by. There was little in the way of drug abuse—it was too expensive. And absentee parenting was a fact of life when you had to work multiple jobs just to make ends meet. That was why grandparents often lived with many poor families. It helped them, the parents, and the kids.

      “Ridley Ruiz, what have you been doing? Why are you so dirty?” Ridley’s grandmother, Alicia, stood in the kitchen to her full height, all 145 centimeters of it, with her hands on her hips.

      Looking down at herself, Ridley saw that she was covered in dirt. Probably from the tumble in the courtyard. Or perhaps it was pressing herself up against dirty windows and doors. Or…any number of other ways throughout the day. “Nothing, Nana. I’m fine.”

      “Don’t you ‘Nana’ me. I’m the one who cleans your clothing.”

      Ridley’s mother, Jada, walked into the kitchen and shook her head. “Mama…it’s fine. She’s still a kid.”

      “No, she’s not. In my day, she’d already be married,” Alicia grumbled and went back to her cooking, chopping vegetables with loud, angry strokes.

      Ridley and her mother smiled at each other as they walked from the kitchen to the homey living room. Sure, the furniture was decades old and faded, but it was still comfortable, and they had furniture to sit on. Some didn’t even have that much. “How was your day? You look tired.”

      “Another double shift. Marcia is out, but…” She shrugged. It was the kind of gesture that asked, “What are you gonna do when you need the money?” Still, she smiled. “And school? How are your classes?”

      “Good. Passing everything.” Three days a week, Ridley went to school online. Two days a week, she reluctantly went to an overstuffed community school in Sant Andreu.

      Her mother gave her a look.

      Ridley rolled her eyes. “Yes, I am passing, Mama. Maybe not with top marks, but I’m doing fine.” It was time to deflect. “Oh, and Three Mice Running is still doing very good.” She pulled a small wad of corp scrip from her pocket. “See?” She offered it up to her mother like a sacrifice.

      Jada took the money, counted it, then smiled. She pulled a couple of bills off the stack and handed it back. “Your clients really like physical money. I know you’re set up to take nuyen and such. Why don’t they pay you that way?”

      Ridley shrugged. “Most of them are old. They still don’t trust banks or the government after the crash. Half the time, I’m not even sure they trust me.” She shrugged again, not mentioning the nuyen she had stashed away in her PAN. That was “just in case” money; something to pull out only in real emergencies. “But it all spends the same, more or less. If you want, I can transfer it to the bank and send it to you electronically?”

      Her mother sighed. “You really don’t have to do this, Ridley.”

      “I know.” She noticed her mom made no move to give back any more of the money she’d accepted. It would be used to pay for meds or food or something else the house needed. “I want to. If we don’t help each other, how are we going to get by?”

      “You’re a good kid. You know that?”

      Smiling an angelic smile, Ridley nodded. “I know.”

      Jada’s smile disappeared again. “I know you like Three Mice Running. It’s a good job. Just promise me you’re going to keep it legit. Please?”

      Ridley frowned, not understanding
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