
  
  
      
        
          Hell in Rags

          
		      
          VB Scott

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          No Barrier Publishing

        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2024 by VB Scott
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, scraped, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods (including feeding artificial intelligence), without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact VB Scott via vbscott.writes@gmail.com
The story, names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Cover licensed by VB Scott.
Edited and cover designed by Ollie Ander under Acidic Ink Publishing.
Absolutely no form of artificial intelligence was used in the making of this book.
ISBN: 9798991131360 (eBook); 9798991131377(paperback)
First Edition Published in 2025
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Content Advisory
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Underfoot Gangs By Sector
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part One
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Trash Cans
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Brass Bulls
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Slumming
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Live
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Zealots
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Mother
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Ghosts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Challenge
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Messages
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Easy or Hard
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Bull Ranch
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part Two
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Regression to the Middle
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Unforeseen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Cantankerous
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Pride
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Raging Bull
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Deserve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Intoxication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Lies
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Broken Dam
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Sisters
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        No Escape
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part Three
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 It Comes For Us All
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Talk To Me
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        China Shop
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Gamble
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Seeds
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Home
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        The Exile
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Champions
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Power Shift
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Betrayal
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Outsiders
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Alternate Paths
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Special Thanks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About VB Scott
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by VB Scott
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Dedication


To Watership Down by Richard Adams, the book that absorbed me so deeply that I practically ignored my vacation in Hawai’i while devouring it. It’s my favorite book on leadership, found family, and seismic societal shifts. 
To Hell in Glass, a Japanese metal song by Das Feenreich. The vibe and composition were the foundation I carried with me for years before constructing an entire narrative around the musical structure that led to Hell in Rags.
To the world in poverty. May we rise up against the rich and powerful before it’s too late, and all of our dystopian nightmares come to pass. DO NOT LET THEM WIN.







  
  Content Advisory


The following book contains: 
Bloody violence
Strong sexual content (lightly graphic)
Pervasive strong language
Non-graphic allusion to rape
Non-graphic attempted rape
Torture
Suicide
Misogynist slurs
Non-graphic fear of child harm 






  
  Underfoot Gangs By Sector


[Sector Alpha: Female Gang Name, Male Gang Name] 
Sector A: Onyx Orcas, none
Sector B: Brass Bulls, none
Sector C: Diamond Ducks, Maroon Mongeese
Sector D: Crystal Crackers, Iron Iguanas
Sector E: Violet Vipers, Acrylic Kicks
Sector F: Sapphire Snakes, Mammoth Tusks
Sector G: Luscious Lemurs, Green Marines
Sector H: Murder Minks, Horned Tornados
Sector I: Tiny Elephants, Super Sparkers
Sector J: Crooked Crows, Granite Gophers
Sector K: Quartz Queens, Silver Falcons
Sector L: Royal Rabbits, Purple Rams
Sector M: Black Hippos, Street Snappers
Sector N: Smoking Toads, Giant Judges
Sector O: Thirsty Thorns, Bullet Dogs
Sector P: Velvet Sharks, Puffin Punks
Sector Q: Flinty Frogs, Jagged Jaguars
Sector R: Vermillion Voles, Scare Bears
Sector S: Rocky Truncheons, Love Lions
Sector T: Killer Kittens, Ivy Dragons
Sector U: Cheep Chicks, Slippery Eels
Sector V: Dynamite Guppies, Lance Brigade
Sector W: Ember Elves, Cursed Ravens
Sector X: Ghost Foxes, Fire Ants
Sector Y: Denim Demons, Hammer Nails
Sector Z: White Whales, Emerald Eagles
Upcity: Ruby Riders, Idle Batemans






  
  Part One

Trash Cans









  
  Chapter one
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Brass Bulls


Regina Rondel had never smelled sewage in her life. If she’d recently eaten anything, her stomach would have been empty, its former contents adding to the stench. Sickening squelches came from somewhere off to her side. Her arms ached at the joints, tied back tight by rough, scratchy rope. The smell and sounds forced her mouth to open, but nothing came out but a painful, abdominal-squeezing heave. Unfortunately, plenty rushed  in and made her even more nauseous. An open palm smacked her across the face.
“Shut up, Upcity baby,” someone growled.
Regina opened her eyes to disorienting dimness. Candles offered their low light to small areas around the room, but she had a hard time seeing the faces of the people standing around. One of their flickering heads moved in her direction.
“Aww, the ‘pretty one’ finally woke up. Don’t faint again, bitch.”
Regina frowned in the darkness. Mocking her appearance… She’d heard it from her gang for months because she couldn’t come up with the funds to get the plastic surgery they required in order to rank up. Barely hanging onto their small apartment in the lower sections of the Upcity, Regina’s parents promised to do everything possible to save up for the operations, but they couldn’t afford it at the time.
“I think she needs a little kiss where you hit her, Vela,” a voice said from across the room.
The woman that slapped her, “Vela” apparently, bent and gave Regina’s cheek a wet kiss, followed by a thick, hard lick from jaw to temple. Regina shuddered and yanked her head away, which earned another slap.
“Soon you’ll be begging for anything other than pain, princess,” Vela whispered, then darted her tongue into Regina’s ear before standing up. Vela moved on to two other shapes that were in as vulnerable a position as Regina.
Vela slapped each of them in passing, then took up a position against the wall. A new figure materialized from the shadows. They raised an object to one of the candles, lighting a torch, illuminating an oddly regal face—sharp points, a grim line for a mouth, yet her eyes appeared wise and calculating, even in the fiery light.
The woman brought the torch to Regina’s face, then to Regina’s gang sisters. She brightened their backs, their tailored leather jackets.
“‘The Ruby Riders.’ Cute name, girls,” the woman said.
“Found’em down in the markets,” one of the anonymous women circling them commented, then slapped the back of the middle Ruby Rider’s head. “Fuckin’ hagglin’ with our stall.”
Tiffany, the middle sister, raised her head.
“You wanted more than the dirty trash ca—”
The woman slapped her again, then grabbed Tiffany’s hair and yanked her head back.
“Upcity brat! Fuckin’ slummin’ down here, wantin’ to trade the same as—”
“That’s enough, Ezzie.” The regal woman took an authoritative step forward. “How big is your gang, girls?”
“Big enough to wipe you off the map, sewer trash.” Brittney, the last of their trio, spit at the regal woman’s foot.
Vela kicked Brittney in the side, tipping her over.
“Still a layer to go before you reach the sewers, princess. What do you say to a little spelunking to go along with your slumming; complete the experience? All the better to share with your sisters…”
“Come on, Vela, let’s just let them go,” a new voice said.
Vela exhaled and her head swiveled to a part of the room unseen.
“Our Queen of Compassion, ladies. Shut the fuck up, Rina, or you’ll take the same bath.”
Regina heard Rina mutter “bitch,” but she didn’t say anything further.
“What do you think, Brace?” Vela asked the torchbearer.
“High price to pay for slumming… But what else can we do to keep you little brats from returning?”
“Please don’t kill us!” Tiffany squealed.
“Well, that’s usually the best way to keep you people away from here,” Brace said. “But that’ll just mean more unwelcome visitors if we kill you. We don’t need the police all up in our business.”
“Wait until the Riders hear what you’ve done…” Brittney sneered. Regina almost yelled at her to stop making things worse, but she didn’t want another slap for the trouble. She’d never really liked Brittney, anyway.
“I don’t think you know who you’re talking to, doll,” Vela said, then kicked Brittney in the stomach, forcing her to vomit.
“Fuckin’ ‘Ruby Riders.’ Tch!” Ezzie spit on Brittney’s jacket. “What does that even mean? You pink virgins have no idea, do you? You just thought of the first thing that came to your rich, vapid little minds because it sounded cool, didn’tcha? Brace, I’m with Vela. Let’s string these bitches into the sewer.”
Brace lowered herself to illuminate Brittney’s silent tears.
“She looks like the type that would come out angrier, more vengeful. She might even inspire her virgin friends to attack us, for all the good that would do.”
“Fucking right, ugly bitch,” Brittney said, then winced as Vela placed her foot on her head and added a little weight.
“Then we have you,” Brace said, shifting the light to Tiffany. “Already pissed yourself. You’ll be easy.”
“I— I didn’t…” Tiffany whimpered.
“Smells like rich piss to me, boss,” Ezzie said, pushing her knee into Tiffany’s back.
Brace finally brought the torch to Regina. “I like the quiet ones most…” she murmured, almost as if she didn’t want the others to hear. Then, she did whisper, “which one of your sisters would you sacrifice so you could go home?”
Regina peered at her miserable sisters as Vela and Ezzie lightly tortured them with prodding and poking. While she didn’t like Brittney personally, nothing she’d ever done warranted a death sentence. And poor Tiffany—the initiate tasked with bringing back a “treasure” from the Underfoot—she’d only recently healed from her surgery, finished the week before. She hadn’t yet had a chance to show off her second new parentally-gifted car to the upper level male gangsters, the Idle Batemans.
What if Regina got away? She was already on thin ice. The Ruby Rider leader routinely threatened to kick her out for not having the surgeries like everyone else. Regina was the lowest-residing member of the gang, despite her tenure as a reliable lieutenant. There were always new, far-more-affluent members to recruit, and their leader grew impatient with Regina’s lackluster performance in improving her class and status to meet the gang’s lofty standards.
Maybe, if Regina proved her value by saving the new blood…
“Lower me into the sewers,” Regina said. “Free those two first…”
“Oh, thank you, Reggie!” Tiffany cried. “Thank you thank yo—”
Ezzie socked her and pushed her down next to Brittney, right into the puddle of vomit. She squealed until Ezzie put her foot on her head, like Vela to Brittney.
Brace smiled slightly, then whirled around.
“Rip off their patches and gag them, Bulls, then bring them to the outhouse.”
More women than Regina could count converged into the candlelight and grabbed at the three Ruby Riders, tore off their gang patches, then dragged them outside. The ancient streets were filled with the disgusting resident trash cans. Steam released from mazes of pipes from the metropolis above, and added to the gagging, horrid smell no better than the room they exited.
“Don’t forget to blow out the candles, Rina,” Brace called back to one of the last women to exit.
The light in the streets glowed only marginally better—lit by braziers and mints of candles. Rina nodded and went back into the room.
The rags Brace’s gang wore were held together in the back by their own patches: The Brass Bulls. The leader of the Ruby Riders warned them to stay away from anyone wearing that branding, due to troubling reports she received from her contact in the Underfoot. Unfortunately, Brittney wasn’t paying attention when she picked a fight with their stall over trade-gouging the rich.
The Brass Bulls dragged the Ruby Riders through the street, not hiding their activities from the denizens. Most never bothered to look in their direction, some ignored them if they did, and only a couple showed anything resembling compassion but went about their lives, nonetheless.
Regina raised her head while being pushed along, trying to catch a glimmer of light, some hope in their dark environs, but all the skyrises and endless flying vehicles of the city, combined with pipes, tubes, and nets suspended above, blocked any natural light from reaching the Underfoot, like the depths of the ocean where sunlight died.
Objects occasionally landed in the nets, and scavengers climbed to grab the bounties—mostly discarded food and garbage from the residents above. When the scavengers came down, they shared the partially-eaten, dropped food with children. Regina dry-heaved at the sight, but with the gag in her mouth, she started choking.
Rina, who had since caught up to them, responded quickly. She pulled the gag out, then rubbed Regina’s back until the heaving stopped.
“Thank yo—” was all she managed before Rina stuffed the gag back in. Her expression wasn’t malicious, though, unlike Vela and Ezzie as they kept watch over their prisoners.
Dismay flooded Regina as they neared a literal outhouse—like in those old Westerns from 200 years ago that their private school played to kill time and feel better about their lots in life.
Brace pounded on the locked door.
“Occupied!” came a woman’s reply.
“Are you a civvie, or in a gang?”
“Civvie, ma’am!”
“How much longer are you going to—?”
A dirty woman came out, still pulling up her rags. Brace grabbed her by the arm and scanned her back for patches, then let her go.
“Thank you, ma’am!” the trash can called over her shoulder.
Vela put her foot on the outer wall of the outhouse. She kicked and knocked over the tied-together planks to reveal an uncovered manhole rimmed with sludge that Regina couldn’t look at for more than a second before gagging again. Tiffany and Brittney had similar reactions as the three of them were lowered to their knees.
“Tear these prissy pussies up, ladies,” Brace commanded, then turned to converse with someone a few feet away.
The Bulls gleefully tore the clothes off the Ruby Riders, leaving rags behind. Vela ran her hands over Brittney’s exposed skin that wasn’t still covered by underwear. The Riders braced for the assaults that were sure to come, but Rina stepped between them.
“Brace didn’t say anything further, Vela.”
Vela scowled, murder in her expression. Brace came back and Vela stood down, though she kept a hard stare on Rina.
“We’ve got ten minutes,” Brace said. “Tie ropes to their bonds.”
Brittney and Tiffany squirmed and fought to no avail. Regina put a brave face on and didn’t fight back. Brace smiled and came over to pull her gag out.
“I said I’d do it, only if you free them first.” Regina kept her voice low as Brace had done in the room.
“Listen, ‘Reggie,’ I don’t know if letting them go teaches the right lesson,” Brace said so everyone could hear. “I think all three of you should take a bath, experience true slumming, then I can sleep knowing you three will do everything in your power to warn the Upcity to stay out of the Underfoot once and for all.”
Before Regina could protest, a stern voice came from behind the group.
“What is this, Brace?” A male police officer came forward. He was the most hopeful thing Regina had seen in years, but Brace gagged her again before she could exclaim her joy to be saved.
“Thieves, Officer. Just teaching them a little lesson. They stole from the Clinics near the Elevators.”
“Oh yeah? Where’s the stuff?”
“We already returned it to the Doc. Best not to delay his treatment schedule when he’s only down here for a few hours.”
The officer looked over the Riders. Was he ignoring their pleading eyes? Or could he just not see them in the dim light?
“Alright. Just don’t ‘accidentally’ let go of the rope like you did last time. We never recovered that guy.”
“He tried to kill one of mine, Officer. He deserved it.”
“Sure enough, Brace. Thanks for helping out the Doc, but don’t get any closer than that to the Elevators, you got me?”
Regina couldn’t believe it when he turned his back on them and disappeared through the circle of Bulls. Several of them gave varying silent gestures of derision to his back, then returned their attention to the Riders.
“Now, where were we?” Brace grinned. 
“You were going to let them go, and do whatever the fuck you have planned for me.”
Vela put her foot on Regina’s shoulder and threatened a rough stomp.
“You’re going to wish all we wanted to do was fuck.”
“They get it, Vela,” Brace said. Vela backed up with a sneer. It was incongruous, seeing such a rancorous, foul brute wearing the prettiest face of them all—for Underfoot standards anyway. All but Regina in the Ruby Riders were far more beautiful, thanks to their surgeries. If Regina got out alive, she’d surpass all of the degenerates standing around her… If she could beg her parents just a little harder next time…
Brace studied Regina’s face again, which made her squirm.
“I wonder, dear Reggie… Or should we call you ‘Raggy’ now?” The Bulls laughed and plucked at the Riders’ rags. “You seem so eager to save your sisters. I wonder if they feel the same about you? Hm?”
Brace turned her gaze to Tiffany and Brittney.
“Well, girls? Would you take a dip to save Raggy?”
Of course they wouldn’t, but it still hurt how quickly Brittney shook her head, never looking at Regina. Tiffany did, but with pained eyes; empathetic, yet fearful. She shook her head after “apologizing” wordlessly to Regina.
Vela laughed, followed by Ezzie, then the rest of the Bulls howled. Only Rina and Brace didn’t.
“What a tight-knit family you have, Raggy,” Brace lowered herself to Regina’s eyeline again. “You still want them to go free?”
Regina’s lips quivered as she cast a scowl to Brittney, then nodded beneath Brace’s gaze.
“Rina, take a couple Bulls with you and escort those two cream puffs to the Elevators. Run them through the real slums on the way. But they’re going to watch Raggy take a bath, first.”
Regina fought against the restraints but only managed to fall over. The street always seemed wet and musty, like rotting trees, the smell that sometimes drifted into her bedroom window from the vast forests covering the landscape between cities.
Vela and Ezzie tied a rope to the bonds behind Regina’s back. She didn’t think her joints could ache any worse until a pulley they drew down from above the outhouse lifted her in the air. They maneuvered her six feet above the hole. She wasn’t prepared for how putrid it smelled: magnitudes worse than the room she woke up in, and the open air of the dark streets. They hadn’t even lowered her yet.
The Bulls closed the distance inch by inch, twisting the knife. Tiffany muffled out cries, and Brittney finally looked sorry. Or was it relief? Rina and the two volunteer Bulls turned the Riders from the spectacle and pushed them away.
The rope stopped to where another inch would have put Regina’s shoes in the muck around the rim. Brace snapped her fingers and the Bulls pulled the rope back up, then grabbed Regina’s legs and swung her away from the hole. Vela righted the outhouse over the hole. Several trash cans from the sidewalks ran to form a line to use it.
After they fully untied Regina, she winced and rubbed her aching arms. Brace stood in front of her, then wiped a thumb along Regina’s cheek, rubbing away the tears.
“The Ruby Riders don’t deserve you, Raggy. Come see what it’s like in a real gang.”






  
  Chapter two
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Slumming


Sabrina led the two princesses to the true slums, off the main thoroughfare on the way to the Elevators. They were intensely ashamed of their exposed rags and kept moving their hands and arms to cover themselves, despite the protection of their luxurious, still-intact underwear. 
“No one cares, Rubies. But if it makes you feel better, you could trade for a blanket off any of these old folks.”
The haughty bitch, the one who quickly betrayed her sister back at the outhouse, scoffed and spit—a nasty habit for such a pretty creature.
“Keep your disgusting shit away from us, trash can.”
Sabrina sighed while the other two Bulls pushed the women on harder.
“Pretty brave words come out of you—when there aren’t so many Bulls around. But then again, you did spit on the boss’s foot…”
The braziers illuminated huddled masses along the side streets and alleyways, waiting for the scavengers to bring down net scraps, or trading items of little value for other items of little value. Dirty children ran in and around even dirtier adults. Most were orphans. Sabrina’s heart ached whenever she saw little girls alone. She hoped they’d survive, as she had, until they were old enough to be initiated into a gang. Otherwise it would be a lifetime of abuse and terror, followed by an early death.
The weaker, younger of the two Riders gave Sabrina a little smile.
“Thank you. For stopping that Vela from…”
“Pay attention, princess,” Sabrina said. “We’re going this way for a reason. Your sister sacrificed herself, and I don’t think either of you understand the gravity of that. You’re going to learn something from your little escapade today.”
Sabrina and her sisters roughly guided the women through the dregs of humanity—weaving around box shanties and open sleeping areas, the swarms of people trying to get their hands on cleansing wipes from the scavengers, the dark alleyways filled with whores of all sexes who traded for food scraps, and the over-capacity Clinics with Doctors from the Upcity (mostly nurses but for the once-a-week visit from esteemed doctors).
Police presence in the Underfoot mostly existed to protect the Clinics. Even better-protected were the Elevators—guarded lethally to keep unchipped residents away. Only a few officers ever forayed into gang territory if they were allowed to by the leaders. They often did nothing, but in rare circumstances, their electric guns and air of authority came in handy.
“How do you people live like this?” the spitter sneered.
“Shut up, Brittney,” the rookie said.
“What did you just say to an officer?” Brittney lunged at her sister. The Bull let her go, and so did the other. Brittney slapped the rookie, who took it like a baby and teetered back into an onlooker, who shoved her away.
Sabrina got between the women, staring into Brittney’s enraged eyes while the rookie put on a show to get around and continue the fight, even though Sabrina wasn’t trying to hold her back.
“Is that how you earn respect in your baby gang?” one of the other Bulls commented behind Brittney.
“What, better to be like your ‘Queen of Compassion’ here? The weakest bitch in your whole—”
Sabrina admired Brittney maintaining eye contact, but it was broken when the nearest Bull grabbed her by the hair and yanked it back to growl in her face.
“Don’t you ever speak ill of Rina, got it, cunt?”
Brittney bared her teeth through the pain. “I don’t give a fuck about any of you. You’re all filth.”
The Bull almost scalped the bitch, but Sabrina held up her hand and motioned for Brittney to be let go.
“So much hostility for an Upcity Princess,” Sabrina said. “Some of the gangs down here would snap you up in a heartbeat, if you could survive their initiations. But I think you’re all bark and no bite, little bitch.”
“Yuh—yeah? I’d beat your ass, ‘Rina.’”
“After that display at the outhouse, I highly doubt you have the fortitude to—”
“Where does a trash can like you learn such big words?”
Sabrina cracked a smile. “I like this one the more she yaps, ladies.” 
The Bulls scoffed and shook their heads.
“Tell you what, babe. You knock me on my ass and I’ll take you right to the Elevators. No more lessons, no more trash your poor eyes need to suffer. I’ll even fetch you a relatively clean blanket so the Elevator operators won’t gawk at your new ensemble.”
“I don’t want anything from you, but if I can beat one of you Bulls I’ll get promoted for sure. Tiffany, you’re my witness.”
Sabrina glanced over her shoulder at Tiffany’s shocked expression taking in the exchange. Brittney slapped Sabrina’s cheek before she’d even turned back, followed by another panicky slap when she did face her, as if the second one would do the trick.
The Bull behind Brittney stepped up and grabbed her manicured hand. Brittney tried pulling away but couldn’t match the strength of the grip. The Bull closed Brittney’s hand into a fist for her and squeezed it. Brittney winced as a fake nail detached.
“Like that, pussy,” the Bull said, then let go.
“You’re— You’re not going to hit back?” Brittney asked, her haughtiness draining before Sabrina’s eyes.
“Your true colors are showing. I take back what I said—no one down here would take yo—”
Brittney punched Sabrina’s cheekbone, hitting the eye socket. It wasn’t all that hard, even with the surprise factor. Brittney’s face crumpled and she held her shaking hand. A quick tear rolled off her cheek. Tiffany came around and hugged her, moving her away from the three Bulls, then turned to face them.
“Is that offer still open? If I knock you on your ass?”
“Give it a try, rook,” Sabrina said.
Tiffany squared up, ready to charge forward. Sabrina tried not to laugh at her slender, soft fingers curling up into a fist—better than Brittney’s, anyway. At least Tiffany was prepared to fight with honor.
She took a step forward when a mass flashed before them and smashed into the street, covering Tiffany and Sabrina with blood and gore. Tiffany held her hands to her head and screamed at the puddle at her feet, while Sabrina just looked up. Scavengers were already climbing up to repair the net. Bounty momentarily rained down on the Underfoot from the hole the Upcity suicide had caused. The whole street of people converged on the garbage, food, and possessions of the body. 
“Don’t let the Riders get swallowed up!” Sabrina commanded the Bulls, who nodded and fought to reach them in the ensuing chaos.
She reached down in the scrum and pulled out a purple paisley necktie, formerly wrapped around the dead man’s throat. She looped it around her fist and searched for other treasures dropped from the net or by her fellow frantic residents. A discarded, dirty blanket… Perfect.
Sabrina ventured to the safe perimeter of the Elevators about a quarter of a mile away, where the Bulls held Brittney and Tiffany. She flung the blanket at Brittney, who let it fall to the ground.
“Someone will pick that up within seconds. Cover your shame on the way home or don’t, we don’t give a fuck. You, Tiffany… Come here.”
Tiffany stepped forward with caution. Sabrina handed over the tie. Tiffany took it gingerly, confused.
“Doesn’t matter where we live, rookie. Life sucks for us all.”
Sabrina motioned for the Bulls to relax and they left the princesses to have their chips scanned for their passage into the Elevators. She flashed their gang sign when Tiffany looked back, and the Bulls parted ways.

      [image: image-placeholder]A fort of cardboard, ornate with its little window openings, cut out by Sabrina’s cherished, nine-year-old unofficially-adopted daughter, waited for Sabrina to come home. They didn’t have many neighbors, since they lived close to the fouler-smelling area of the sector. Others made that choice as well, but not many managed to stay long. The elbow room was nothing to sniff at though, Kirsten always joked. 
Sabrina kissed Kirsten when she entered, running her fingers through her knotted hair, then hugged little Panda tight. Panda was eager and squirmed out of her embrace to light up her aromatic candle, a monumental find. She only ever lit it when all three of them were in the house. Panda gasped.
“What happened to your eye, Mom?”
“What? Let me look at that, Sibby,” Kirsten said, bringing the candle up to Sabrina’s eye. “Did you get in another fight with that Vela bit—woman?”
“It’s alright. Doesn’t hurt at all.”
“That’s going to turn into a black e—”
“I’ve had them before, K. It’ll happen again. Anyway, I’m starving. I hope you found something to eat, because I was…occupied.”
“Mm-hm…” Kirsten sighed. 
Panda went to her corner and brought a kerchief to her parents, filled with half a cut of fatty prime rib, cold and pink.
“Better hold that over the candle, Pan. Did a scavenger give that to you?”
Panda nodded.
“What did you trade?”
She shrank back and stared at her feet, shy and nervous. She only had one shoe.
“What did I tell you about trading your foot coverings? Cutting your feet is a death sentence. What do I have to do to make you remember?”
Panda cowered behind Kirsten’s leg, peeking out to assess how angry Sabrina really was. Two years before, Panda had been foolish enough to stand in front of one of the steam pipe openings, even though they’d warned her of the danger. Sabrina dove to push her out of the way at the telltale hiss of a coming blast and received a nasty burn on her calf for the trouble. She’d yelled at Panda, about how they couldn’t bear to see something happen to her, but her love twisted to desperation and escalated. Conditioned by a lifetime of violence, Sabrina slapped Panda when she didn’t promise quickly enough to never do it again.
She immediately regretted it, showering Panda with affection and apologies. Sabrina cried that night as she told Kirsten what she’d done—how she couldn’t believe what came over her. She’d always promised herself she would never hit her children like she’d suffered. Kirsten soothed Sabrina with understanding and together they discussed better ways to convey to Panda how much they loved her, but also, how much more careful she needed to be.
Sabrina picked up Panda from behind Kirsten’s leg and hugged her, stroking her black hair. While Panda sniffled and apologized quietly, Sabrina cocked her eyebrow at Kirsten.
“Did you see? Was the scavenger local? Maybe I can get it back?”
“It’s okay, Sibby. I’ll talk to the family over by the outhouse tomorrow. Their son has grown a lot this year, maybe they haven’t traded his old shoes yet.”
“Sounds good. Panda, thank you for getting dinner tonight. Cook that up a little more, please, then let’s eat.”
She set Panda down, then sat in the corner as the shack filled with meaty aroma, the first time in months. Sabrina pulled a bottle of nutritional pills from her inside pocket. They were the only thing no one ever traded in the Underfoot. They could be found in the weekly supply drops from the Upcity, or given out by the Doctors, and there was enough to go around—for now.
Sabrina spent a couple of late nights a week searching the streets for the freshly-dead and taking their pills, if they weren’t already gone when she found the corpses. If she happened upon nearby children, she’d share some of them, but she couldn’t afford to give them all away with her own family to worry after.
Kirsten tore a hunk of meat with the least amount of fat off with her teeth, then took it out of her mouth and passed it to Sabrina. Sabrina pushed a pill into the center of it and handed it to Panda. They did the same, splitting the remaining meat into two hunks. They wiped the grease off their fingers, then Kirsten produced her own surprise, a square of chocolate with an almond and bite marks on only two of the four sides.
No one had any clue why the Upcity was so keen on never finishing anything they ate. However, chocolate was rare enough to find in the nets. Scavengers often ate them immediately, but if someone below the nets noticed the find quickly enough, they’d trade for the right price. Sabrina lifted her brow to Kirsten as Panda savored the square like a little mouse.
Kirsten made a motion with her hand, pushing her tongue against her cheek and with a sly smile. Sabrina scrunched her lips and rolled her eyes, but returned the smile. She’d have done the same thing. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

      [image: image-placeholder]Panda snored softly while Kirsten held Sabrina in her arms on their nest of blankets. Sabrina ran her fingers over the back of Kirsten’s hand, her eye throbbing lightly as it swelled. 
“I heard more about her today, Sibby,” Kirsten whispered, inches from Sabrina’s ear. “The Denim Demons are making their move…”
“Mmm… I’ve heard the rumblings, too. But it could be weeks, months even, before they reach our sector.”
“Do you think Brace will have a plan for—”
“I don’t know. She probably thinks we’ll just beat their asses and that’ll be that. That’s definitely how Vela and Ezzie would go about things.”
“What are you going to do? Let them battle? Then join the Demons once the dust settles?”
“I couldn’t just stand there. Vela would kill me. I’d look like a betrayer.”
“But… Isn’t that the plan?”
“It’ll take more careful planning than that, K. The Demons won’t accept me without a show of faith, and I have to keep up appearances as long as possible with the Bulls.”
“How are you going to do that?”
“I’ll need to find some way to contact them beforehand.”
Kirsten’s hug tightened around Sabrina’s chest as if holding a teddy bear for comfort.
“It’s alright, K. Olive is a saint. She leads with love and compassion, not fear and intimidation. Every gang not led by assholes will want to join her. She gives so many spoils to others. I heard she’s never had a defector…”
Kirsten’s breathing grew heavier into Sabrina’s hair, already asleep.
“Never talks down to her ladies…” Sabrina murmured, “never lets them attack each other…  Never lets them rape, despite the pillaging…”
She sniffed, remembering how she’d come upon Vela seven years before, raping a young woman who got too close to the Brass Bulls’ headquarters. Sabrina was a rookie, then—she had no status to challenge Vela, and even if she had, Vela would have torn her apart. When the Bulls broke their meeting that night, Sabrina rushed outside to find the woman. She was right where Vela had left her, catatonic. Sabrina dragged her out of sight of the passing Bulls. She took care of her for a year before the woman spoke a word, simply telling Sabrina her name: Kirsten.
“Olive…would…never…” Sabrina whispered, right before sleep took her.






  
  Chapter three
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Live


Olive pushed an electric baton into the neck of the Thirsty Thorns leader, incapacitating her after an exhausting battle. The Denim Demons cheered, each one holding their own conquests by the raggedy collars, bodies slumped against their thighs. Olive nodded to her second-in-command, Twill, to tie up the leader like all the others, then signaled for the Demons to wake up their prisoners. Light slapping of faces ensued. If water was easier to come by, she’d use it for waking up the unconscious. 
The Thirsty Thorns’ leader, Mika, came to. She glowered at Olive, for all the good it did her. Olive gave her a sympathetic look, then turned to the larger squad of defeated combatants.
“I’m so sorry it came to this, fellow warriors. But I offered peace, supplies, and high spots within the Denim Demons through your leader, but she let pride stand in the way of your progress. She spit on my extended branch; slapped away my handshake. The benefits from keeping you under her thumb, never earning more, were seemingly too great.”
“She’s l—” Mika started before Twill, Olive’s enforcer, gagged her.
“This battle was regrettable, my friends,” Olive continued. “But no one died. No one ever dies in my battles. Do you know why? Because I believe in lifting each other up! We’ll never have better lives if we’re always fighting over territory here, scraps of shit there, turning on each other, always looking up with envy, feeling sorry for ourselves… I promise better lives for us all! For all the Underfoot! We don’t need to live above the nets to be happy! We just need compassion for each other! I offer the Denim Demons’ hands of friendship to you all. Shake your combatant’s hands and we will share our bounty with you, as you are one of us now. Join us to spread love and eradicate inequality!”
The Thirsty Thorns’ leader strained to shake loose of her constraints, but Twill and Olive blocked her from her former subjects’ view with their legs. Twill kicked back, silencing her struggling. More than three quarters of the Thorns shook the hands of the Demons, and were immediately untied. The Demons’ support members brought forth jiggers of white wine, meat morsels, and wedges of lemon. The display of wealth resulted in almost all of the rest of the sisters shaking hands, and they partook.
The ex-Thorns were ordered to stand and splay their legs to have the measurements of their waists taken, along with their inner and outer seams. Support Demons lugged sacks of reconstructed, patched jeans into the crowd and assisted each other in matching their new sisters with their forever uniform. The Denim Demon patches were pre-sewn into the seat of every pair.
Five Thorns remained after the new converts were led away to prepare for their initiations, each with a loyal Demon watching over them. If they were bitter for missing out on the meal, they didn’t show it. Olive approached each one and gave them a quieter speech. One of them shook her Demon’s hand, and earned an embrace for it. The Demon led the former Thorn away for dinner and jeans.
Olive admired the last four most of all. Loyalty was the most valuable commodity in the Underfoot—the only way to survive. Unfortunately, the precious trait also made it hard to turn to another side. Almost impossible. It was no less than a small miracle that Olive had managed to turn Twill. If that hadn’t happened...
Twill had been a most loyal charge to her former gang, never swaying to words, gifts, or Olive’s attempted wiles. In fact, Olive had given up on her, after having assimilated the majority of her gang into the Denim Demons already, until Twill brought the last handful of her former gang upon the Denim Demons for a surprise attack. Twill had the upper hand in size and strength, being taller and broader. Olive wore the bruises and soreness of their altercation for weeks after. But Olive got lucky when ducking a right hook from Twill and, unfamiliar with the territory, Twill fell over an ancient guardrail—there to protect from falling into the mass of snaking, lethally-hot pipeworks that ran the Upcity.
Twill caught herself from falling to her death with the wet ground. The panic in Twill's face as the sludge came away in her hands in clumps compelled Olive to act without thinking. She dove to catch Twill’s hand before she slipped into the chasm, bracing herself with the lower part of the railing. She couldn’t get Twill out alone and almost dropped her, but her Denim sisters rushed over quickly enough to bring them both back to safety.
Twill constructed her own jeans as a show of allegiance that night.
Olive looked over the remaining four Thorns, proudly defiant. Unfortunately, she couldn’t simply let them go free. Like Twill had, others would attack, and Olive wasn’t naïve enough to believe her luck would save her every time that happened.
Olive motioned to have the women taken away for more convincing later, then she turned her attention to Mika. Twill ungagged her, and the two of them were cursed from the top of the towers to their feet. Olive let her vent, now that there were no Thorns left to defend her.
“You twisted my words, bitch. I said I needed time to call a meeting of the Thorns. I didn’t refuse shit! We always vote before a big decision.”
“I think you meant ‘voted.’ The Thorns are finished,” Olive said. Democracy had its time in the United States. But the people living higher up in the towers didn’t get to where they were, creating a new country of ultra-wealthy megalopolises, by voting and acting like a collective—they manipulated, cheated, forced, coerced, conspired, paid more, stepped on and over people. They had no regard for their fellow man in reaching their goals.
Olive did care about people, but she wasn’t content with coalitions, arguing, debating, and delaying in the name of explaining shit way above the heads of the people that needed her help; the ones truly affected. The gangs either accepted her many offers of friendship, or they foolishly threw their might into her concrete wall of support and still joined her in the end.
Except for a few pigheads here and there…
“Well, as the last member of the Thirsty Thorns, how do you vote now? Come join me where I’ll respect and use your leadership skills, or lose rank and suffer the initiations of a new gang. Careful with your answer, though. I’ll just be after those gangs soon enough…”
Mika only glared in stubborn defiance.
“Twill, escort her out of the sector. Make it clear what’ll happen if she tries to get back in.”
Twill nodded and dragged Mika off, ignoring the barrage of curses. Olive sighed and ventured through the intersection as the gangless came out in search of anything that might have been torn or dropped during the gang battle. She put her hands on children’s heads and the shoulders of the old folk, giving them all sympathetic smiles and promises of a future less bleak and painful for them all.

      [image: image-placeholder]Olive and her next four strongest Demons brought the remaining Thorns to the sector’s supply pipe, where a large crowd of gangless huddled around, elbowing and pushing to get closer to the weekly drop. Olive addressed the Thorns. 
“What was your gang’s protocol for getting supplies, ladies?”
“First come, first serve. Cut in line, take what’s mine.”
“Cute. Did you follow these actions simply because they rhymed?”
The Thorns exchanged uneasy glances. Clearly they were never allowed to question their leader or the status quo.
“We do things differently in the Denim Demons. Watch with me.”
Olive whistled, causing her captives and several gangless to startle. Two dozen Denim Demons materialized from the edges of the crowds, then forcefully pushed their way around the opening to create a small barrier. The gangless were too weak to fight back, but they at least stopped fighting each other for positioning, instead turning their impotent wrath on the Demons.
Objects clanged and tumbled against the pipe, the music of supplies dropping. The first crate landed on the ground and exploded open. Demons pulled it aside and quickly separated the contents into categories. Another crate hit, and the process repeated.
Even more Demons arrived and held up the barrier while others sorted. After the tenth and final crate shattered, the gangless were about to break through the barrier. Olive whistled again, cutting through the din. She nodded to her Demons to start distributing the contents to the crowd—giving them out based on perceived needs: feminine supplies to women; toys to children; safety-shaving kits to men; cleansing wipes, used clothing, and nutrition pills for all.
No one was hurt, like what happened in the usual, unsupervised scrums. Supply drops in certain sectors were often fatal—children trampled, possessions stolen while attentions wavered, old folks thrown aside by the young, people taking more than their fair share, leading to murders. In the Denim Demon’s care, no one got nothing, and no one was ever hurt.
Once the Demons finished and the crowd dispersed, most with grateful smiles, Olive wasn’t surprised to find sneers on the faces of the four Thorns.
“Good going,” one said. “Now you have nothing for yourselves.”
Olive smiled and motioned for the women to be brought along with her on a little stroll. They went to the other end of the sector, the former border of the Thirsty Thorns. The Demons herded the scavengers away from the nets, then one of them climbed into the net and motioned overhead. 
A flying vehicle grew larger as it lowered to the Underfoot. The Demon grabbed hold of a cold pipe and unhooked a corner of the net. The vehicle lowered a half-car-sized chest through the gap. Once the Demons below unhooked it, the vehicle raised and left. The net was re-secured and the scavengers were freed to go about their business. The Demons picked up the chest like a casket and carried it to the center of the Thorns’ old headquarters. All the Demons and new initiates gathered.
Inside the chest were flashlights, bottles of wine, sealed packages of meat, bundles of vegetables, bags of fruit, recycled linen, cleansing wipes, and blunt weapons.  Several Demons swiftly grabbed the weapons and took them out of sight. At the prospect of receiving such fresh goods, three of the four Thorns shook their captors’ hands and were treated to new jeans. The last one remaining kept her frown. There was always one…
Olive brought her to meet with Twill upon her return. A handful of Demons carrying the weapons joined them as they ventured where the Thorns dared not go—the territory of the male gang of the sector. The Demons had already negotiated peace with them before overthrowing the Thirsty Thorns, in exchange for the weapons. The last Thorn scoffed once the men left with their death-dealing equipment.
“What the fuck was that?” she yelled.
“Let the men fight the men,” Olive explained. “They’ll thin themselves out eventually. They let us do our thing, and we didn’t have to sell our bodies.”
“They want our bodies and territory eventually. You think the other gangs don’t want to avoid selling themselves or losing their territory?”
“We offer stability in the streets, less challenge to their ‘authority.’ A full ego goes a long way to placating them.”
“Still doesn’t solve the rape—”
“We have more than enough willing Demons to supply pleasurable nights after dances and hangouts. I spend an extended amount of time with each sector’s leader to negotiate harsh treatment for rapists. Men will sign almost anything for the promise of willing participation in their fantasies. If we give them power, they don’t have to take it.”
“That’s too easy…”
“Such are men, sweetheart. But it’s worth it to make the Underfoot a better place to live for all. You can either live in fear of them, or use their nature against them.”
“What if—”
Twill interrupted.
“The last male gang who broke their promise to us lost access to our women and the weapons, and they were defeated by their rivals soon after. When words and honey aren’t enough, we do not tolerate them. I trust you have no more questions.”
Olive put her hand on the skeptical Thorn’s shoulder and held out the other. She looked down at the open gesture and kept her hands at her side.
“I want to be with Mika. Will you let me go?”
“You’re an amazing sister. Mika is lucky to have you. You were worth the effort, my dear. Here.” Olive handed over a full lemon and a carrot. “Twill, see that she’s reunited with Mika, please.”
Twill nodded and escorted the girl away.
Olive went back to the headquarters to rejoin her gang, who were in the middle of introducing themselves to their converts.
“Welcome to the Denim Demons, my new friends.” Olive quieted the crowd for one last speech. “I’m sure you’re all tired, but your initiation begins tonight. You will split up to visit all your sector’s fellow residents to verify they have nutrition pills. If they don’t, you are to give them some of yours. Seek children and old folks first. When you run out, you may come back here for a rest. The initiation will continue tomorrow morning.”
Olive trusted her lieutenants would sort out the groans of inconvenience and went into Mika’s former quarters with a Demon and a sack. They collected loose fabric and objects of value, stripping the place bare. In a little nook behind Mika’s nest, Olive found a sheet of paper. It was rare to find loose paper in the Underfoot, and even rarer were writing utensils. The image on the paper had been drawn in thin streaks of blood. It was a portrait of the final Thorn who had refused to become a Demon, laid out nude in the nest. The face detail was amazing—a real labor of love, important enough for Mika to have used her own blood to draw it and risk infection.
Olive’s heart sank. She shuffled out of the quarters, the paper in her hand. Twill entered the headquarters, a lemon and carrot in her hand. She nodded solemnly at Olive.
Olive sniffed away a tear. Their proactive presumption had been based on real events—the rejects coming back for a final attack: revenge. Three Sectors had launched attacks behind the Demons’ backs, resulting in unnecessary injuries and even a couple of deaths. Before they planned their attack on the Thirsty Thorns, Olive and Twill had discussed a new rule to definitively end any final, desperate attacks from opposing gang’s remnants... 
Olive fell to her knees as regret filled her chest. Tears plinked the paper she held, the blood too old and dried to smudge; they’d been together a long time. Several Demons immediately surrounded her to keep anyone from seeing their leader’s show of emotion.
The portrait was so beautiful, turned all the more tragic knowing the loyalty of the subject. Olive kissed the paper, then folded it and put it in her back pocket. She wiped her tears with her shirt of rags and gathered herself in time for Twill to break up the circle. Olive embraced her tight. Twill rested her chin on top of Olive’s head.
“Tell me they didn’t suffer…” Olive whispered.
“They didn’t suffer, Liv.”
Olive pushed out of the embrace.
“Don’t ever call me that again.”
Olive left the headquarters and sought to give out the rest of her nutrition pills, as well as the items of luxury she found in Mika’s room.






  
  Chapter four
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Zealots


A night filled with uneasy dozing gave way to a stiff morning and a foot pressed into Regina’s shoulder. 
“Up and at’em, princess,” a voice said. How could it be morning if there wasn’t enough light to see the person’s face?
When she didn’t immediately get up, the woman standing over her grabbed her by the rags and lifted her up, then dusted her off in a convivial way.
“There we go, Raggy. Ready for your initiation?”
“I haven’t agreed to anything. I’m your prisoner. …Right?”
The woman only turned Regina around and pushed her towards the herd of Brass Bulls. They spoke conversationally in small groups. Some sneered at her arrival.
Regina rubbed her hand against her face where Vela had struck and shuddered at the memory of the wet lick that followed.
“Don’t be a baby, Raggy. Showing weakness will get you killed down here, and we won’t interfere if someone challenges you,” her guide said. “Hide that shit.”
Regina lowered her hand and took in her surroundings. Braziers and candles illuminated the space, a hollowed-out section of a tower foot. A giant slab of concrete blocked the entrance of the stairway to the Upcity, crushing the flight so no one could climb or get around it. A small folding table in the center of the room bore plates of food scraps and rotisserie rats.
A dry heave escaped, even as she tried to hold it back. The Bulls’ sneers turned to flat-out disgust and their rumblings against her presence grew. Regina shrank into herself, hating the intense scrutiny of the bloodthirsty trash cans.
The one she remembered as Ezzie, recognizable for her short stature compared to Vela and Brace, grabbed a rat and a handful of food and brought it to Regina, thrusting them at Regina’s chest when she wouldn’t take them.
“We know you’re too good for this, princess, but it’s a goddamn feast to us. Eat before I give you a real reason to get plastic surgery.”
Except for the rat, the food was indistinguishable. All she could identify among the mass in the dim light were bite marks…
“The fuck are you worried about, huh? All you Upcity assholes have your teeth cleaned every day, don’t you? Where do you think this came from?”
Regina took the food (and the rat by the tail), if only so Ezzie would leave her alone, but she stood with her arms crossed, waiting for Regina to eat.
“The rats are checked, Raggy,” her guide said. “You won’t get a disease from them.”
“I’m… I’m a vegetarian,” Regina lied.
“For fuck’s sake, you goddamn baby,” Ezzie fumed, then snatched the rat away and tore into it as she made her way back to the leaders.
Regina regarded the unappetizing handful, realizing the Bulls weren’t going to stop staring at her until she took a bite. Gingerly she brought the
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