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Guest Huntress

The gates of Rosewood School stood tall and ornate, their tips sharp with the black metal glinting in the sun. Beyond them stretched manicured walkways, flowering hedges, and smooth stone buildings with slate roofs. This was a lovely little school for the girls and boys who arrived, each one eager to get an education (although the content studied by the boys and girls varied dramatically). According to the Headmistress, the air smelled faintly of lilac and discipline. The moment the car came to a stop, Eliot felt the nervous flutter in his stomach return with full force.

His mother turned in her seat and looked him over. She was calm, businesslike, slightly impatient, and a little worried. "Now, Eliot. I expect you to behave. Do you understand me?"

Eliot nodded, eyes lowered. "Yes, Mom."

"And you remember why you’re here." She didn’t phrase it as a question.

"I'm here to become refined," Eliot answered, repeating what she had drilled into him for months. "I need to be a credit to my school and my community. I need to learn to behave." It wasn't just his mother who’d taught him those words. They were definitely a part of the curriculum. Still, his mother loved him very much, so she wanted to make sure her schoolboy learned all of his lessons.

His mom nodded and adjusted the satin bow at his throat, fluffing it slightly. "That’s right. Rosewood was built for boys like you. Here, you can learn to be sweet and gentle. They're teaching you to be cooperative and polished, aren't they?"

"They are," he acknowledged. By this point in the academic year, this had become something of a routine for him and his mom. Before she let him out of the car, she liked to quiz him. Sometimes, that meant talking about specific lessons he had learned. Today, however, she just wished to reinforce the school's general ideology.

"And you remember what the girls are doing here," his mother continued. This time, she didn't give him a chance to respond. "The girls are here to learn how to guide you. It's a good system, don't you think?"

"It is," Eliot replied dutifully.

"And you're not going to embarrass me, your teachers, or your classmates, are you?"

"I won’t," Eliot promised.

"Good." She leaned in, kissed his cheek, and pushed open the door. "Go on. Stand up straight. Keep your hands at your sides. And remember to smile. You’re so handsome and pretty when you smile. Besides, they’ll be watching."

Eliot stepped out of the car and smoothed the skirt of his uniform. The sunlight hit the fabric, revealing the delicate sheen of the rose-pink silk. His dress had long, puffed sleeves, each cuff trimmed with lace that brushed his wrists. A high collar framed his neck, and down the front ran rows of tiny pearl buttons. The bodice was tightly fitted, tapering into a wide, flouncy skirt supported by layers of stiff, starched petticoats. He could feel them rustle and bounce with every movement.

His legs were wrapped in creamy tights that hugged the shape of his calves, and on his feet were pale ivory Mary Janes with silver buckles and tiny heart-shaped cutouts across the toes. His steps were soft but uncertain. As a boy, he spent a lot of time practicing his walk. Still, the soles of his shoes clicked down against the concrete beneath his feet, and he instantly started to wonder whether or not he was doing it wrong. Like all boys, he thought of the girls who might come upon him, and what they would think.

Ultimately, he was always on display.

A white pinafore with a scalloped hem was tied over his dress, its ribbons cinched in a perfect bow at the small of his back. More ribbons (pink this time) had been threaded through his soft brown hair and tied into little bows that framed his face. He had protested them at first, but his mother insisted they made him look “respectfully presentable.”

Eliot walked past the sidewalk and up the path.

Girls passed him on the way to the entrance. Most wore jeans or pressed slacks, their hair loose or tied back with plain elastic bands. They carried themselves with quiet confidence, some laughing as they moved in small groups. He caught their glances as he walked; he recognized the brief assessments, amused expressions, and a few smirks. Luckily for this boy, no one stopped him until he reached the third staircase leading toward the east wing.

A group of girls stood there, blocking the steps. They were taller than him. Most girls were. They were older too. One had short black hair and wore a fitted navy blazer over her white blouse. Another had a high ponytail and kept her arms folded over her chest. The third was chewing gum and leaning against the railing with practiced ease.

Eliot slowed, uncertain. He didn’t want to turn around, but walking between them would mean squeezing through.

"Hello, Eliot," said the girl with the ponytail. She tilted her head to the side even as she swept her gaze up and down along his frame. Then she smiled, and he wondered whether or not she liked what she saw. If not, maybe she was searching for some dress code violation.

The girls here often did that. Theoretically, they were neither teachers nor official enforcers. Then again, that didn't matter when they were in charge. He was a boy, which made him vulnerable. As young women, however, they were entitled to do almost whatever they wished. The double standard didn't bother him, mostly because this was how he had been educated.

The one with short hair stepped forward and smiled without warmth. "You look sweet. Is that lace Belgian or imported?"

"I don’t know," Eliot said.

The gum-chewing girl laughed. "You should know. That kind of ignorance can earn you points off in Miss Landry’s class. She’s very picky about presentation."

Eliot lowered his eyes and gave a small curtsy, just as he had been taught. "I’ll try to do better."

"Good boy," the ponytail girl said, and Eliot flushed.

He looked up and found all three of them circling him. The one with short hair reached out and gently flicked the end of his bow. "Did you do your homework already?"

"Yes, Miss," he said.

"And you’re going to behave for your teacher, aren’t you?" she asked, drawing closer.

"Yes, Miss," he said, turning those words into a promise. At the same time, he glanced down. He saw the way his skirt flared out, and he shifted on his feet, worried that he was going to do something foolish.

Of course, he didn't want to. Eliot intended to be good for these girls. They weren't teachers, yet they still outranked him.

More than that, maybe he actually wanted to impress them…

Maybe he liked the idea of attracting their attention. They made him squirm on his feet, yet they were pretty, and he wondered how long it would take until he managed to attract some pretty and strong girl, someone who would tell him what to do. After all, he was a boy. It was his fate to get married and to cook and clean and please his wife however, she wished.

"Are you? Are you really going to behave?" The girl pressed, her voice just on the edge of teasing.

"I promise," Eliot said, his voice barely above a whisper. Then he gulped, and he glanced up, and he raised his voice. "I promise. I’m going to be good."

For a moment, he worried they might grab his wrists or lift his skirts just to embarrass him. His heart pounded, and he tried not to tremble. But they didn’t touch him further. They just looked at him for a long second, measuring him with their eyes.

Then the girl with the gum gave him a wink. "You’ll be fine. You’re cuter than most of the boys here. Try not to cry today."

"I won't," he promised. "Today is going to be special."

A different girl arched one eyebrow. "Oh?"

Only a few seconds ago, it seemed like they were done with him. But now, he had blurted out that simple observation, and now he had drawn their notice again. Eliot wasn't sure what to do about that. The moisture drained away from his mouth as he centered his position. Finally, he settled on the only real option: he had to tell the truth. "Today, our teacher has invited one of the Petticoat Commandos."

"That sounds like fun," said a girl.

Someone else wanted to know, "And how does that make you feel?"

"Excited?"

"Was that a question or statement?"

"A statement, Miss?"

"Are you sure? Are you sure about that? You know what the commandos do, don't you?"

"Yes? No? Maybe?" The different responses jumped from his mouth. He couldn't help it. The girls had circled him before, but now they seemed to be closing in. Not only that, they glanced back and forth at one another. Clearly, they had something in mind.

"Boys are so cute when they're uncertain," said one of the cadre.

Another girl focused on him. "What do the Petticoat Commandos do?" This sounded like a quiz. Technically, these girls couldn't grade him, but if he disappointed them, they could lift up his skirt, pull on his tights, and show off his panties. If he really messed up, they also could have taken him by the hand and escorted him into the Headmistress's office for a lecture, a spanking, or worse."

"They go after wild boys," he said. At this point, his voice definitely got quieter even though he didn't make that choice. Instead, the volume of his answer just fell because he didn't know how to make it stop.

"What do you think about that? What do you think about the boys who don't believe in wearing panties? What do you think about the boys who try to run around and cause trouble?"

"Those boys need to be caught in reeducated!" Eliot chirped out.

Again, the girls looked back and forth at one another. Finally, they nodded. Then, just like that, the three turned and walked off, chatting among themselves as if nothing had happened.

Eliot let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He watched them go, then straightened his skirts and resumed walking.

In truth, he didn’t hate the attention. Their questions, even if they bordered on intimidation, had carried a strange undercurrent of approval; the girls paid attention to him because they were interested in him. They liked playing with him, and there was something so intoxicating about female attention. He wasn't sure what his mother would have said about that, but he hadn't done anything wrong. He hadn't acted badly, nor had he broken any rules.. He had not been shoved, insulted, or publicly scolded. That was something. And they had noticed him. In this place, being noticed by the right girls could mean safety. Or at least, it could mean a little protection.

Simultaneously, Eliot had to wonder when or if he would ever get a girlfriend. He thought of how she would dress him, how she would tell him what to do, and how he would work so hard to please her.

He followed the signs toward his classroom. Every hallway was softly lit and smelled faintly of lavender. The walls were painted pastel shades of blue and green, and the floor was polished wood that clicked lightly under his shoes. He passed other boys in similar uniforms, some adjusting their pinafores in the mirrors, others standing nervously in small groups. They all wore the same style of dress, though the colors varied slightly from peach to lilac, and they all shared the same uneasy posture. At moments like this, before they would confront their teachers, they all seemed nervous. With their shoulders down and their eyes aimed at the floor, they all started off as demure and docile as possible.

Eliot had studied Rosewood in the months leading up to his enrollment. At some point in the distant past, it had once been a school for highborn girls, but society changed, and so did the institution. Now it served a new purpose: to teach boys how to be dignified, well-mannered, and supportive. Young men, everyone understood, needed to be taught to dress appropriately, comport themselves as expected, and to follow instructions. In this new incarnation of the school, young men could come here and erase the roughness and rudeness. Their teachers could help make them obedient, beautiful, and unthreatening.

Girls, meanwhile, learned law, science, and leadership. They studied strategy and command. They learned how to direct others. The girls here needed to learn to take command. And so they did, in their classes and informally out in the hallways.

According to the handbook, Rosewood believed in "the harmonious partnership of soft-spoken support and assertive leadership." But in practice, Eliot suspected it was simpler than that. Boys were to be pretty and pliant. Girls were to be strong and in charge.

He entered the classroom with ten minutes to spare. It was a wide room with soft blue walls, rows of white-painted desks, and large windows draped in floral curtains. A chalkboard at the front of the room bore the words: Grace Through Obedience.

He walked toward the second row and chose a desk by the window. As he sat, the petticoats beneath his skirt flared out slightly, and he took a moment to smooth them down. His tights made a soft whispering sound against the polished wood of the seat. His heart was still racing, but there was something comforting about the rhythm of arranging himself just so. It gave him control over the little things.

Other boys entered slowly, all dressed like him in variants of the same ensemble. Their shoes sparkled faintly in the sunlight, and their bows were neat. Some carried lace-trimmed satchels, others clutched their notebooks to their chests. No one spoke above a whisper.

Eliot glanced toward the door and saw a girl step in. She wore black slacks and a red turtleneck, her hair in a braid over one shoulder. Her expression was calm and bored, like she was waiting for something more interesting to begin. She glanced around the room, took a seat at the back, and pulled out a tablet.

Moments later, the teacher entered.

She was tall, with a presence that filled the room. Her skirt was long and sharp-pleated, her blouse white and severe. Her hair was pinned into a knot, and a silver chain swung from her wrist as she set her binder on the desk.

“Good morning,” she said. Her voice was cool, firm, and smooth as ice.

The boys responded almost in unison. “Good morning, Miss Landry.”

The girl in the back gave a nod but said nothing.

Miss Landry looked over the class with eyes that missed nothing. “Today, we begin with posture. Stand. Fold your hands. And wait.”

Eliot stood, careful not to tip his chair. He folded his hands over the waistband of his pinafore and pressed his heels together. He lifted his chin but not too high. His shoulders were straight. His knees were touching.

Miss Landry paced slowly between the rows, pausing now and then to adjust a student’s stance. “You are here because you are not yet perfect. Rosewood will change that. We will mold you. We will refine and polish you. You will learn how to walk, how to speak, how to smile with grace. Your success depends on your willingness to submit to the process.” Of course, he had heard those points before. Then again, he was a boy, so repetition was necessary.

She passed Eliot and stopped. Her eyes scanned his hair ribbons, his pinafore, and then his shoes.

"Eliot, are you ready for class today?"

"Yes, Miss Landry," he replied.

"You made a mistake with your outfit," she said. "What is it?"

A mistake?

Immediately, cold rushed down his back and flared over his shoulders. Eliot was thinking about his mom and how she would be disappointed if he got in trouble. Then he remembered his training, and he kept his head down. He glanced up toward his teacher for just a moment, and he said, "I wasn't aware I had made any mistake, Miss. What can I do differently? How can I improve?"

"This ribbon is slightly askew," she said, casually reaching out and touching his shoulder.

"May I adjust it?"

"No," she said. Immediately, he had to wonder if that meant he was going to get a spanking. He had already watched different boys get pulled up toward the front of the room and positioned across her lap. This woman had no problem disciplining these young men. And then there was the girl standing toward the back of the class…

Eliot didn't dare glance over his shoulder, yet he could already imagine what that girl was thinking. Just as importantly, he knew why she was there.

Bracing himself, Eliott tried to think of some apology. He wanted to gush out with the right words, to let them fall from his mouth. If he did a very good job, then maybe he could get the teacher to change her mind. He could show her that he really was a good boy who understood his place.

It wasn't necessary.

The teacher smiled at him, and then she reached over, adjusting the bow for him. Miss Landry could be strict, but she could also be kind and compassionate when she felt like it.

"What are you going to do differently next time?"

"I'll be much more careful," he promised.

"Are you sure about that?"

“Yes, Miss Landry.”

She walked on.

Eliot exhaled silently and allowed himself a flicker of pride. He had made it into the classroom. He had not cried. He had not faltered. As far as he was concerned, he had only made a minor mistake, but that wasn't going to be enough to earn him a spanking!

For that, he could be grateful.

"And what about you, Alec?"

"What?" snapped a different boy. Although Eliot was supposed to keep his eyes aimed forward, he couldn't resist the temptation this time.

On several different occasions, Eliot's mother had reminded him, "Don't compare yourself to others. Remember, comparison is the thief of joy." When he first heard those words, Eliot hadn't really understood what they meant. As he got older, however, he started to figure it out. He wasn't supposed to think about the other boys or how they looked. Instead, he was supposed to do his best for himself.

Even so, he glanced over and saw Alec, and the other boy definitely looked like he knew how to put himself together. Maybe he had a lot of sisters or a more overbearing mother. Perhaps he had a natural knack for adjusting his bows and picking out the best outfit. Although Eliot never would have complained, there was still that little hint of snaking jealousy there at the pit of his stomach. Alec definitely had the right kind of fashion sense, and he seemed pretty sure somehow too, like he had those feminine features that made him look especially good.

Maybe Eliot didn't like to think of the girls who had confronted him on his way to class, but it was even different for a boy like Alec. Lots of girls probably came up to him. Maybe they even got sheepish with him, like they weren't sure what to do with this prettily delicate flower of a boy.

Despite those advantages, however, Alex didn't look like he was going to be good today.

That made sense. Eliot had listened as different girls and women had talked about boys and helped the really pretty ones who could get a lot of attention, but that also did something to their attitudes…

At first, Miss Landry didn't say anything. Instead, she watched Alec. She evaluated him, her eyes sharp and severe, yet this boy didn't bother looking sheepish. Instead, he glared back at her, his eyes tight with defiance, like he thought he was going to be able to get through this. Eventually, she asked him, "And how do you feel about your outfit today, Alec?" She crossed her arms over her chest.

Alec did the same.

What was wrong with him? By now, several other boys were staring as well.

"My outfit is perfect," he said, his tone snide and smug. "There's nothing wrong."

Having already been evaluated, Eliot wasn't in any kind of danger. He wasn't risking the wrath of their teacher, yet he couldn't help but shiver. After all, boys weren't supposed to use that kind of attitude.

Was he going to get away with it?

On some level, Eliot knew he hated seeing other boys get punished. At the same time, he still couldn't believe or accept what Alec was doing. After all, Alec still stared right back at Miss Landry as though they were equals.

"Are you sure about that?"

Again, Alex didn't flinch. He didn't turn away, nor did he squirm there on his feet. "Yes," he said, sounding so proud and defiant.

If it had been some other boy, then he obviously would have required strict punishment. Instead, Alec seemed perfectly content to smile back at his teacher.

Eliot didn't even know how this was happening. Did Miss Landry not understand? Did she not see the energy radiating off of him? Obviously, Alec looked like he intended to challenge her, but the teacher seemed content enough.

Technically, Eliot understood that the world wasn't fair. People could be treated differently based off of a whole host of different reasons. Maybe it would be a question of appearance, voice, background, or something else altogether. For his part, however, Eliot kept waiting for Alex to mess up. If nothing else, that confident façade should have cracked at any moment.

"Okay," Miss Landry said. She started to turn and take a step toward the next boy.

Only then, she stopped, turned back, reached out, and adjusted the pale blue bow on Alec's waist. She nudged it off to the side, pulling it out of place. "Look at that," she said. "It looks like this ribbon isn't in the right spot."

Alec opened his mouth. His eyes went wide, and he quickly glanced to his left and right, his eyes darting over the other boys in the class as he searched for some help.

He had been smug before, only a different kind of realization just hit him.

"It looks like you lied to me, Alec."

"I didn't lie!"

"And now, are you challenging me? Are you telling your teacher that she's wrong? Are you telling a woman that she's wrong?"

Miss Landry casually reached out, and she touched the underside of his chin. "Remember, Eliot. We are having a very special guest coming into class today, and I expect you to be on your best behavior. Hear that, boys? I expect you all to be on your very best behavior!"

Their very special guest…

Everyone knew what that meant. More importantly, Eliot realized something else. The boys weren't going to be the only ones on their best behavior. After all, their guest occupied a special place in society. Everyone knew about them. Everyone respected them. The concept of "war" still existed, but most nations were perfectly capable of working together. Perhaps it could be boring or frustrating to negotiate. It could also be incredibly slow, not that Eliot paid much attention to local or national or even international politics. (That was a woman's concern, after all.) Their guest and her organization, however, did something spectacular. They were real fighters and warriors. Just as importantly, they went out into the wild lands, those unclaimed territories, and they tracked those young men who truly believed they could exist out on their own.

"I, I..."

"Alec, you're a very pretty boy, but that doesn't mean you get to disrespect your instructor. In fact, you don't get to respect any woman at all," she said. "And now, you're going to be very good, and you're going to apologize."

"...I'm sorry, Miss, Landry."

"And why are you sorry?"

Alec finally understood the message. It wasn't just about his appearance or his uniform. It was also his attitude. He couldn't use that kind of tone with a woman. Technically, Alec had given relatively appropriate answers. He had been diligent, and he paid attention. It had been his tone and his attitude; for a boy, that could be everything.

"I'm sorry for the mistakes I made?"

"Which were?"

"I had a bad attitude. My bow was out of place."

"Yes you did, and yes it was," she said. "Go to the front of the class."

There was that quick gasp that cut across the room. It came from his mouth. It came from several other boys as well, including Eliot. At that moment, Eliot glanced around, and everyone knew what it meant.

Even if it hadn't seemed fair, Eliot had truly believed Alec would avoid any kind of serious punishment. He had that stylish dress, those pretty ribbons, the perfectly coiffed frills, and he always looked so cute and sweet and innocent in his petticoats. Whenever he did a quick little twist or turn, he knew how to offer that coquettish smile that all of the women liked. Eliot knew it was wrong, but he was jealous, mostly because he didn't know how to exude that same kind of energy.

"Miss Landry?" Alec asked.

Eliot tried to remember if Alec had ever been punished in front of their class before. Most of the boys ended up spread across someone's lap for one reason or another, but this was different, and they all knew it.

Eliot's heart hammered faster in his chest.

It came down to their guest, he knew.

Alec made another mistake; before the teacher could even respond, he blurted out with a different question. "You're going to punish me?"

"No," Miss Landry said with this warm and reassuring smile. "I'm not going to punish you."

Instantly, Alec relaxed, and then he grinned. Not only that, he turned toward the other boys. Smug overconfidence splashed across his face, all because he truly looked like he now believed it. All of his previous suppositions had been correct. He was a pretty boy, and he looked amazing in his outfit, so there was no way anyone there would actually punish or discipline him. It wasn't right, and it wasn't fair, but if this was what the women of the world decided, Eliot knew he couldn't argue.

"Jessica is going to do it," Miss Landry told him.

Jessica…

Perhaps they were breaking the rules, but virtually every boy in the class now braced and turned toward the girl at the back of the room. She was there, smiling brightly. Clearly, she didn't mind having all of those boys look at her. Then she strode forward. She moved with the quick, confident, and careful demeanor of a girl who understood she was on display. As such, she strode forward, sauntering with her chest out, her shoulders tight, and her chin raised.

This girl, Jessica, didn't make eye contact with any of the boys. Instead, she strode carefully down the aisle between the desks, and then she grabbed the chair at the front of the classroom. She readjusted it, sat down, and turned her attention right over to Alec.

Before Jessica could say anything, Alec quickly apologized again, "Sorry for everything I did that was wrong. I need to be more careful, and I swear I'm going to do that in the future. There, there's really no need for any punishment. I don't want to be a bother or inconvenience…" At some other place or time, especially with his high cheekbones, long lashes, and ready smile, Alec probably would have succeeded. It was easy to imagine lots of women who would break the rules for him.

It wasn't fair, but this was a school. Perhaps this was one of the lessons Eliot and the other boys were supposed to learn.

"I appreciate your apology," Jessica said. Right away, Eliot almost wanted to smile. In truth, he didn't know how to contend with those different sensations swirling and spinning at the pit of his stomach. Was he supposed to be happy that another boy was about to be punished since Alec obviously deserved it? Then again, there was always that frustrated and rebellious little voice somewhere at the back of his head that made Eliot wonder whether or not the boys were supposed to be punished at all. "Come here."

Alec rose from his desk. He turned back to Miss Landry, but their teacher obviously wasn't going to intervene.

As Alec strode forward, he bowed his head down, and he muttered something.

"What was that?" Jessica called out, her voice sharp.

Technically, Jessica was just another student at Rosewood School. By every legal standard, the girls and boys were treated as equals. Then again, things were different, all because the boys faced a different set of dress codes, rules, and expectations. Not only that, Jessica enjoyed the easy authority they came from being a young woman. When she spoke, Alec and the other boys had to hear the authority ring out in her voice.

She was a girl, so she was in charge. And now she was seated there, and she kept her back straight, with her eyes fixated on her target.

Although Alec approached her, as required, he moved slowly.

Neither Miss Landry nor Jessica seemed to mind. Rather, they both watched as he came closer and closer. This time, his voice trembled as he came to a stop a few feet away from her.

"What did you say?" Jessica demanded again, her eyes tightening to concerned slits.

"I said, this isn't fair," he shot back. "I said you shouldn't be able to do this! You shouldn't be able to spank me! You're just another student here, just like me!" His outburst had cost him something. It was about to cost him a lot more.

Face red, Alec panted from one moment to the next. He had his hands at his sides, but he didn't look like the sweet, demure boy he always pretended to be.

"This is what happens when boys don't get spanked often enough," Jessica said with a shake of her head. "Isn't that right, Miss Landry?"

"Absolutely," replied the teacher. "So what are we going to do about it?"

Clearly, that question was intended for her student. As a teacher at Rosewood School, Miss Landry wasn't just responsible for the boys. Perhaps the young men absorbed most of her attention, but she would be equally concerned about Jessica's development.

"Come here," Jessica ordered.

Remarkably, Alec looked scared, but he still crossed his arms over his chest, he planted his Mary Janes down against the linoleum floor, and he quickly shook his head from side to side. He didn't even say, "No. He didn't unleash some kind of wild tirade. Instead, he just glared at the other student. He glowered at this girl like he thought he would be able to get out of this with nothing but the heat of his stare.

He was wrong.

"Okay," Jessica started to say. When Eliot heard that answer, he couldn't believe it, only then Jessica lunged from her seat, she reached out, extending her hand, and she grabbed him by his pretty little dress. The light played across the silk folds of the fabric, and then she fell back into her seat, yanking hard. She dragged him forward, and he fell, landing hard against her lap. With his feet in the air, his arms held out in front, and his head dangling off of the side of the chair, he didn't know what to do or how to respond. He tried to say something, only then she peeled back the layers of his heavy skirt, and the thick fabric of his petticoats to reveal his bottom. He was wearing his tights. Underneath those, he would have on his panties.

"This isn't going to be a bare bottom spanking," she said. "After all, it's not about pain. You know what this is about?"

"You can't do this to me!" Alec probably believed it. He usually knew how to cooperate. He always smiled and flirted with the girls, meaning they never saw the need to punish or discipline him.

Apparently, he had gotten some very dangerous ideas into his head as a consequence.

They were boys. They belonged in panties and petticoats, corsets and frills. Eliot understood all of those points.

Theoretically, every boy in that class was supposed to comprehend who they were and what they were meant to be. Clearly, Alec didn't understand. Each day, when they completed their pledge of allegiance, they were supposed to think about what those words meant. He had struggled.

That much was obvious.

Silently, Eliot promised himself he wouldn't make that same kind of mistake. He wasn't going to mess up by insisting that he could be independent or free.

His stomach dropped out; he remembered what it felt like to be at the top of a roller coaster, only for the cars to drop down along the rails, screaming through the air as the world sped by.

Then again, it didn't make sense. Alec had always been one of the most popular boys, especially among the girls.

That was the problem, Eliot decided. Theoretically, it wasn't going to be a risk for him. He simply didn't attract that much attention. He didn't know how to dress or smile as well as Alec had.

Despite those skills, the other boy was now spread across Jessica's lap. As a student, she probably hadn't spanked many boys. Perhaps Alec was even her first, especially if she didn't have any brothers or boy cousins. But now, she was determined to show everyone what she could do. "I do," Jessica told him. "I absolutely need to do this. You are a boy. As a boy, you need to learn how to behave. You need the right tone, and you certainly need to understand why this is good for you. Do you get it yet?"

He squirmed there on her lap. With her free hand, she grabbed him by the back of his neck. Her fingers pinched down.

He stopped struggling. Instead, his arms and legs looked like they just went slack. Reluctantly, he said, "I don't need to be spanked."

"Yeah, you do," she told him. "You might not believe me, but I want to make sure that the commandos never have to go after you. That's why education is so important for boys. You need to be taught your limitations. You need to understand that the boundaries in society are put into place for your own good." As she spoke, it was clear she had worked hard to memorize those words. They had probably been on a test she had taken at some point or other in one of her classes. Then she leaned down, and she asked him in a stage whisper, "Are you ready?"

This time, he didn't respond.

She let go of his neck, held onto his skirt and petticoats with one hand, then she raised the other into the air.

Eliot hated this moment. Of course, he had been spanked. He understood what it was like, just as he could see the necessity. Those punishments helped him remember who he was and what he needed to do and how he should behave at all times. It wasn't even just a question of looking good in front of the women around him. Instead, he had to cooperate. He had to be sweet and innocent. He had to show the women of the world that he was actually grateful. Back when he had gotten out of the car at the start of the school day, his mom told him to smile.

Still, he couldn't do it, not at that moment; he couldn't bring himself to smile as Alec probably tried to brace himself.

She spanked him!

She had kept her hand in the air, allowing every second to build up the anticipation, the fear, the doubt, and the worry. But now her fingertips glanced down, and she struck. There was that delivery of blood as her hand crashed into his tights.

Even so, Alec let out this quick, keening little whimpering sound. He cried out, but Jessica wasn't done with him. She spanked him a second time, then a third. "You need this? You need to be spanked, Alec?"

"No one needs to be spanked!"

"Little kids do," she said. "They make mistakes. Sometimes they don't consider their actions, and they're not mature enough to really understand why they should behave. Then there are the boys…" She smiled, lifted her head, and looked out at the class. Before this, she had focused on Alec, as though she had forgotten anyone else was there. "Boys need to be spanked because they forget. Spending time on a woman's lap can help you remember why we are here for you, what we can do for you, and how we can protect you from your worst mistakes."

"I didn't make any mistakes!"

"Now you're just spouting nonsense," Jessica said. She smiled, shook her head like she couldn't entirely believe him, and then she struck several more times.

Her arm morphed into a blur as she struck the right side of his bottom, followed by the left. She went back and forth again and again, all while the boy on her lap whimpered and cried out.

Eliot flinched.

He didn't want to think of himself as a boy who couldn't face this. More than that, he understood that looking away or closing his eyes could have qualified as bad behavior. If he didn't want to end up on her lap as well, then he needed to pay attention. He had to watch and learn.

"Are you sorry?" Jessica asked after a few more seconds.

"Yes. Yes, I'm sorry!"

"Are you lying to me?"

He clenched his eyes shut, pursed his lips, and finally blurted out, "I don't know!"

"If you don't know, what should you do?"

She was toying with him now; she was teasing him. Perhaps she would have been able to justify the pedagogical benefits of this conversation, but Eliot was a boy, so he didn't understand how that kind of theory was supposed to work.

"I, I should ask a woman?"

"Go ahead," Jessica said. Her voice had shifted again. Now she was playing with him. She was helping him, soothing him. Her voice was so much more relaxed now.

"What I said before, does this count as lying?"

She smacked his bottom.

"Try again."

"Did I lie to you, Miss?"

"Yes, you did," she said. "You told me you were sorry. But you're not really sorry, not yet."

Eliot felt that sharp gasp rush along his bottom lip as he inhaled. He couldn't help it. Neither could several of the other boys as she spanked Alec, bringing her hand down in that tightened arc again and again. She struck his right side, then his left. She spanked too hard and fast, delivering one thudding blow after another. For his part, Alec squirmed. He wiggled there, desperate for escape, but he couldn't break free. Jessica knew exactly how to hold him. She understood what it took to keep him captive and helpless.

It worked.

"Are you going to be good?"

"Yes, Miss," he said in a small voice.

"And what does that mean?"

"I'm always going to have the right attitude," he said. Clearly, he hated those words. He didn't want to utter a single one of those syllables, yet this girl was in charge. She may have been young, but she could get whatever she wanted from him. That much was clear.

"And what does that mean? What is the right attitude?" Jessica wanted to know.

"I need to be humble? I need to be obedient?"

"And?"

Right away, Eliot knew what the right answer was supposed to be. Remarkably, Alec raised his head and glanced back out at the class. His cheeks were bright red, and his eyes shined. He wasn't crying, not yet, but he obviously feared this girl. He recognized what kind of authority she wielded. More than that, he didn't want to mess up, not again.

Eliot mouthed, "Cheerful."

He couldn't really be sure of Alec and saw him, but then the other boy said, "Cheerful?"

"Perfect," Jessica said.

Everyone in the room exhaled. At least, all of the boys did. She gave his bottom one more patting, and then she pulled down his petticoats, his skirt, and she smoothed them all out like he was a doll, and she had every right to play with him. "Go back to your desk," she said.

"Actually…" Miss Landry spoke up. "I want you to apologize to everyone, Alec."

He quickly nodded as he climbed back up onto his feet. He puffed out his cheeks for a moment, glanced down, and then he finally raised his head as he looked out at the class.

"I'm sorry for the disruption I caused. I'm sorry for the bad example I set. I'm sorry for being a bad boy."

"You were only a bad boy for a little while," said their teacher. Now that he had been thoroughly humbled, she could be magnanimous. "And now, you're going to be better, aren't you?"

"Yes, Miss," said the boy.

"Perfect," she replied. "Return to your seat."

Miss Landry returned to the front of the room and picked up a slim silver bell from her desk. With a single flick of her wrist, it rang out in a clear, delicate chime. As those sounds rippled across the air, Jessica returned to the back of the class. Although he made a point of focusing on his teacher, Eliot couldn't help but remain acutely aware of the fact that there was another woman in the room, and she would be watching all of the boys for any sign of bad behavior. This would be especially important since they still had their guest coming…

Eliot didn't know how he was supposed to feel about that. Sometimes, he overheard boys talk in the hallway, and some of them had actually sounded excited. They had whispered things back and forth like, "I can't believe it. We are going to get to see a real commando!" Others had gushed, "Those women are so strong and powerful! I wonder if I can ever marry a commando?"

He had thought about it. Every boy probably had. After all, these women always seemed so powerful and sleek, especially with their training and perfect confidence. They were the women who confronted the rebels, who went out into the wild, faced danger, and came back with rogue boys in hand.

The teacher interrupted his thoughts. "Stand for the morning pledge," she said.

Every boy in the room straightened. Chairs scraped softly as they rose, petticoats rustling like a sea of silk. Each student moved into the posture they had been taught: knees together, heels aligned, hands clasped behind the lower back, chin tucked, eyes downcast. Eliot slid into the pose as smoothly as he could manage. His fingertips rested against the bows of his sash, and he could feel his heart fluttering behind its ribcage.

Jessica remained seated for this part. She would've done her pledge earlier in the day, probably when she met with one of her other teachers and some of her other classmates. Here, she was a stranger, so she wasn’t required to say this pledge.

This pledge was just for the boys.

Miss Landry nodded once. "Begin."

The young men spoke in practiced unison, their voices gentle and even.

"I pledge my grace to the guiding hands..." he began. Eliot breathed slowly through his nose. He had practiced this line a dozen times at home, but it still made his stomach tighten. The guiding hands, of course, meant women: teachers, mothers, and his future wife. He wondered if he could ever truly believe in their leadership the way the school wanted him to. He cooperated, of course. He was good, but there were still those moments when he had to wonder.

Then again, he had just witnessed Alec's punishment. It made him think that would be enough to keep him quiet.

Besides, there was nothing wrong with guiding hands…The women in his life could tell him what to do. They could give him the instructions he required. Besides, it wasn't like a boy was supposed to be capable of making his own choices, not really.

"To the strong who lead with wisdom and resolve..." He thought of the girls who had surrounded him earlier. They were bold, confident, even mocking, but there had been intelligence behind their eyes. Not only that, they had moved with this predatory confidence, like they understood the world had been made for them. He envied that ease. Their authority came from knowing they were never going to be expected to bow down. Sure, they had their own hierarchies, yet they would never be at the bottom.

The boys belonged down on their knees, eager to please, ready to serve, and always smiling.

Like every other boy, Eliot was supposed to be grateful.

And he was. His mom loved him, and he understood that his teacher was doing this because it was best for them. It was good and right. This was how the world was supposed to work.

Like the other young men in the class, he continued his pledge. His voice rang out, mixing with the others into that group promise, "To the order that brings peace, not pride..." This line always stuck in his throat a little. The boys were supposed to focus on serenity, not pride or ambition. There wasn't any place for their own desires or goals here. The girls told the boys what they were supposed to want, and the young men had to listen.

If they didn't…

"I pledge allegiance to my sisters, who light the path ahead..." Eliot pictured his older cousin, Clarissa, who had graduated Rosewood last year. She was now attending the National Academy for Leadership, her record flawless. She had once told him he was lucky to be born into a world that cared enough to civilize him.

The words continued to ring out across the air. "We pledge allegiance to the beauty of obedience, freely given..." He did not know if his obedience was truly free. But he gave it anyway. That was expected. At one point, he remembered another boy who had been bold enough to get into an argument with a group of girls. He had been out with his mother at a mall, but there was this young man who had been dressed in this dark red corset and black skirt. He had looked almost rebellious as he stood there, inclining his chin and looking up at a group of girls who had surrounded him. Eliot hadn't been able to make out the words, not at first, but then one of the girls laughed at something he had said.

"No one is completely free, boy. Face it. Everyone is part of a hierarchy. There's nothing wrong with that." Technically, she had been right. That stranger had made this clear and elegant point.

After that, the boy had still tried to argue. He did his best to say something about how men deserved equal rights. The girls had laughed, and even Eliot had shaken his head from side to side, thinking the idea was pretty silly.

Perhaps their obedience wasn't entirely "freely" given, but it was close enough, especially because he did often feel grateful, knowing that everything about the world seemed to work. In his classes, he learned about the low unemployment, the status of men, and the reasoning behind the different decisions society had made for the benefit of all. Maybe there were problems, and they could be fixed, but that was a worry for the women of the world.

"We pledge allegiance, the elegance of restraint, the strength in stillness..." His knees ached slightly. He held perfectly still. He had to be motionless like the other boys because this was a sign of refinement. As a young man, he would eventually start looking for a girlfriend, then a wife. Everyone knew that the girls would want a boy who had learned how to behave appropriately. He needed to be sweet and refined. He had to be kind and cheerful. He needed to know when to be quiet.

"We pledge allegiance to the role we are honored to fulfill..." He repeated the words with care just like the other boys.

"…To the promise of being pleasing, present, and poised..." His throat tightened. He had memorized these virtues as if they were holy: pleasing, present, poised. He couldn't be angry or defiant. None of the boys were allowed those kinds of emotions.

"Finally, we pledge allegiance to the dream of harmony between strength and grace, obedience and command. We pledge allegiance to the women of the world who give us our orders and give us our purpose. We pledge allegiance to the women of the world to know who we are and where we belong." The final line always sounded beautiful to him. Perhaps he was really supposed to be grateful for that final idea. After all, he looked out at the world, and it seemed so big. Occasionally, his mom would be watching TV, and she would have the news on. He would catch those quick snippets about different places, arguments and controversies.

It all seemed so big and complicated. He had no idea how he would have tried to understand so much. After all, he was just a boy. It wasn't like he had the ability to truly understand those kinds of complexities.

The room fell silent. The pledge hung in the air for a moment like incense. Then Miss Landry gave a single nod. "Sit," she ordered.

Right away, the boys obeyed, carefully adjusting their skirts and petticoats as they returned to their seats. Eliot smoothed the folds of his dress with practiced hands. His head still bowed slightly, he glanced sideways to see if anyone else looked as uncertain as he felt. But every face remained composed, eyes fixed forward, lips sealed.

Eliot folded his hands on top of his notebook and tried to push away the heavy feeling in his chest. It was fine, he told himself.

"Now, boys, are we ready to meet our guest for the day?"

"Yes, Miss Landry," every young man said in unison.

"Perfect. Jessica, can you make sure that our guest is still comfortable in the office. And if she is ready, you can bring her in here."

"Yes, Miss." Jessica hopped to her feet and disappeared from the classroom.

"Before we bring her in, I would like to do a few quick reminders. How are you going to behave?" Miss Landry pointed out another boy.

"Were going to be on our best behavior," he promised.

"I expect nothing less," said Miss Landry. Then she turned to another boy and pointed. "Tell me about the Petticoat Commandos. What do you know about them?"

This question was a lot more difficult. Oftentimes, the boys were quizzed about the expected behaviors. They knew how to answer the women around them. But this was a little different, and a lot more specific.

The boy gulped and then he said, "Miss, the Petticoat Commandos are responsible for maintaining order, especially between the genders. They're responsible for finding the young men who try to run off, either to join rogue enclaves or to hide."

"That's good, but incomplete," Miss Landry said. Then she turned back to Eliot. "And?"

Heat splashed along his cheeks and ran down his neck. He could feel that extra warmth right there, along his chest. Then he said, "They're also responsible for holding and training the boys they catch?"

"That's right," said the teacher. Miss Landry never spoke with a lot of enthusiasm, but all of her students learned to appreciate those moments of her cautious approval.

Then they all heard it: the door opened. On any given day, and at any given moment, when they had visitors, the boys were not supposed to glance over their shoulders or check. Most of the time, they did anyway, especially because Ms. Landry didn't really mind that kind of curiosity. So long as they paid attention and didn't lose focus, they could sneak a glance toward the door into the classroom.

This time, however, was different. He sensed it. They had a visitor, so he had to be on his very best behavior, meaning he couldn't defy any of the protocols.

He had to be good. He had to be sweet, he had to be innocent. That litany of requirements reverberated through his body as he sat there.

Each boy must have felt the same way because no one turned to look. But then she walked down the center aisle between the different desks, and then they saw her.

That was their visitor.

This was actually a member of the vaunted Petticoat Commandos.

Although he kept his head pointed forward, Eliot fixated on her. His eyes followed her as she walked toward the front of the room, her gait, competent and confident.

The woman who entered the room wore no ruffles, no bows, and no gentle colors. Her armor gleamed a dark gunmetal gray, formfitting and angular. Sleek lines curved along her thighs and shoulders like rippling shadows. Her boots made no sound on the polished floor, yet each step radiated power. A utility belt hugged her waist, and from it hung a slim, black shock baton with glowing blue seams. Her hair was jet black, cut just below her chin in a sharp, precise bob. Her lips were painted deep red. When she turned back to face the class, Eliot didn't know what to think.

After another second or three, he had to force himself to breathe. Apparently, he had stopped without even noticing.

Eliot felt a flutter of fear in his chest. His throat tightened. His eyes dropped instinctively to his lap.

She was one of them. She was a genuine member of the Petticoat Commandos.

Whenever Eliot faced a woman, he understood the kind of power and authority they wielded. On the basis of their sex alone, they were in charge. They had full societal backing. But when he saw this woman, Eliot experienced a new kind of subjugation. Although she hadn’t even spoken yet, he could sense that helplessness somewhere deep at the pit of his stomach, all because this woman had the tools and training necessary to bring him down. She could have grabbed him, collared him, leashed him, cuffed him, or thrown him into one of their prisoner vehicles. If he had tried to run, she would speed after him, catching him within seconds. At that moment, she only had her baton, but he had no doubt she would be able to use a tranquilizer dart to stun him just as effectively.

Even without her equipment or her armor, she was dangerous. She had that training. She would be fast, and she would know a dozen different ways to knock him onto his butt.

Although he wasn't some defiant or disobedient boy who fantasized about "freedom," Eliot still had those flashes of insight as he wondered what it would have been like to fight back. Most of the time, he contemplated how his dress and corset and skirt and petticoats would have made it impossible for him to really throw a punch or kick or do anything useful in an actual fight. Whether he liked it or not, the girls had every advantage.

But this woman was entirely different. She trained for this. She knew exactly how to take him down. As he looked up at her, he could sense her power.

Miss Landry did not smile. She turned to face the class with the cool detachment of a marble statue. "Boys," she said, "we are honored today to be visited by one of our nation’s finest protectors. Commander Marina Rand serves in the Fifth Division of the Petticoat Commandos, an elite peacekeeping force responsible for locating and neutralizing male dissent. She has volunteered her time to share her wisdom with you." That was the official introduction.

The room was still. Eliot did not breathe.

Miss Landry raised her chin slightly. "Stand."

Chairs pushed back in a quiet wave. Eliot rose with the others, knees together, fingers interlaced behind his back.

"Eyes lowered. Recite your thanks."

Twenty soft, trained voices rose in unison. "Thank you, Commander Rand, for gracing us with your presence. We are humbled, and we are learning."

There was silence.

Then Marina Rand gave a nod.

"Sit," said Miss Landry.

The boys obeyed.

Commander Rand stepped forward and let her eyes scan the room. Eliot could feel the weight of her gaze pass over him. It made the hairs on the back of his neck rise. She looked at them the way a hawk might see a flock of pretty doves; she could be curious, perhaps even interested, but they would never be equal.

"My name is Marina Rand," she said. Her voice was smooth, rich, and low. She did not raise it. She did not need to.

"I was sixteen when I first earned my uniform. I was 17 when I made my first capture. Now, at twenty-nine, I serve in the Outer Ring sectors. My job is simple. I find rebels. I bring them in. And I make sure they are reminded of their place."

Eliot swallowed. His tights felt suddenly warm against his legs. He dared not adjust his skirt.

Commander Rand moved to stand at the front of the class. She rested one hand on Miss Landry’s desk with her fingers drumming softly against the polished surface. "Most of the time," she said, "the rebels do not look like rebels. They aren't loud. They aren't outwardly strong. They obviously don't march into the street with weapons or banners. No. They whisper. They gather in basements. They read forbidden books. They write each other letters about freedom. They talk about how things used to be...whatever that's supposed to mean."

Her lips curled into a faint smile. Right away, you could tell that the smile wasn't warm or cruel. Instead, she was just completely and absolutely certain.

Eliot had believed he knew what female supremacy looked like when he considered his teacher. Miss Landry had always seemed so intimidating and powerful, only now he realized she really was just a teacher. This woman, on the other hand…

Marina continued, "And when we find them, they always say the same things. They say they meant no harm. They say they were only curious or that they only wanted to feel strong for once."

She paused.

"But curiosity is not a shield. And strength, when misdirected, is a weapon."

The room remained silent. Not one boy fidgeted. Not one dared shift in his seat.

Commander Rand stepped away from the desk and walked slowly along the first row. Her armor made a soft, mechanical hum as she moved. She stopped beside a boy in the front. His name was Nathan. He trembled slightly.

"Last month," Rand said, "we found a boy in Sector Three. He had been skipping his etiquette classes. At home, his mother had no idea. He forged her signature. She thought he was practicing table settings. In actuality, he was meeting with others. They had smuggled in a set of old documentaries." She smiled and shook her head. Her gaze turned distant, and then she looked down at Nathan. "Do know what a patriarchy is?"

"No, ma'am," he answered as fast as he could.

"It's an old form of government. It's deeply flawed." Marina shook her head. The light glanced along her dark tresses. "Essentially, it is a society where men believe they're in charge. You think I could ever work?"

"No, ma'am!"

"No," she said. "It can't. As a species, we tried it, and every patriarchy failed."

Several boys gasped. Eliot bit the inside of his cheek.

"By the time we brought him in," Rand continued, "he had already written five essays titled Why Men Should Be Feared. He was proud of them." She paused, letting the silence settle again. "He now recites the pledge every morning. His posture is flawless. His dresses are always pressed. And he has learned to smile beautifully for his instructors. He is progressing well in reeducation."

She turned and began walking again. Eliot kept his eyes fixed on the surface of his desk.

Like so many other boys, Eliot fantasized about the woman he might marry someday. It was hard to know what kind of relationship it could look like, especially when he considered the different women he knew and encountered at school. Some of them were beautiful, others simply fierce or intimidating. In that instant, he reflexively wondered what it would have been like to marry a woman like Marina Rand. She would be a strict disciplinarian. That much was obvious.

"It's important to remember that we don't punish boys because we are cruel. We do it for your good. We do it to benefit you," she said. "We guide. We protect. We rehabilitate. Rebellion is not natural to boys. It is learned. And anything learned can be unlearned."

She returned to the center of the room and folded her arms across her chest. Her baton remained still at her hip, but its presence was undeniable. "I will now accept questions," she said. "You may speak if you have the courage to."

No one moved.

Miss Landry raised an eyebrow. "Well? A guest has made herself available to you. That is not something to waste." Even their teacher continued to speak with that extra formal edge in her voice, like she really wanted to make a good impression.

Still, the room remained quiet. No one was bold enough to try to speak up despite the teacher's encouragement. Eliot’s heart pounded. He had a question. He wanted to ask it. But his voice felt caught in his throat, and his hands had gone cold. What if it was the wrong question? What if she thought he sounded ungrateful? Worse, what if he sounded defiant? He thought of Jessica and how she had punished Alec.

Then, to everyone’s surprise, a hand rose.

It was Jasper. He was braver than anyone had expected. With his bright blue eyes, and in that sky-blue pinafore, he somehow kept his hand steady. He looked nervous but determined.

Commander Rand turned to him. "Yes?"

Jasper swallowed. "Commander…was there ever a time when you were afraid? When you went after someone, were you ever scared?"

There was a pause. Then, Rand smiled. It was just a gentle tug at the corners of her mouth, but it looked real.

Eliot expected her to say something about how no woman ever had any reason to fear any man. Perhaps things had been different amongst past generations, but they had evolved. Humanity had changed. Besides, she had those other arguments on her side: her weapons, armor, training, discipline and determination. With those assets on her side, there was nothing she would have to fear!

Only then, she surprised him.

"Yes," she said. "The first time. He was taller than me. He had stolen a police uniform and tried to bluff his way through a checkpoint. When I cornered him, he grabbed my wrist. I was seventeen, like I said, and barely trained. But fear," she added, "is a tool. It sharpens your focus. I used it."

She tapped her baton lightly. "He did not grab me again."

Jasper nodded. "Thank you, Commander."

Another hand rose. Then another. Eliot found himself raising his hand too before he had fully decided to.

Rand called on a boy near the back.

"Commander," the boy said, "are the rebels ever…sad? When you find them?"

This time, she did not smile. "Sometimes," she said. "Sometimes they cry. Sometimes they beg. Sometimes they say they just wanted to be left alone. But being alone is not an option when your thoughts can hurt others. A society is only as safe as its weakest link. If that will breaks, we all suffer." She shook her head from side to side. "Besides, a boy might be emotional when we first catch him, but that doesn't mean he won't learn to appreciate his new status.

Another hand went up. This time, it was a smaller boy named Peter.

"How do you know who’s dangerous?"

Rand looked thoughtful. "I watch. I listen. And I trust the instincts instilled in me by my trainers. Obviously, the moment someone thinks the rules are beneath them, they become a threat. But I think you're talking about something more specific, aren't you?"

Peter nodded.

Marina cocked her head to the side and glanced up toward the ceiling. Then she nodded to herself. "It's hard to articulate. Like I said, you have your instincts. That said, there are definitely certain traits. If a man is angry, then he is definitely a bigger threat. If he is scared, he can get angry at any moment. Then there are the boys who think they can fight to the bitter end, whatever that means." This time, she smirked. "If they're hoping for some grand finale, they’re always disappointed because we never hurt them, not permanently. We bring them in, we keep them safe, and we make sure they can be trained. That's how it's supposed to work. That's how we make sure it works."

"Thank you, ma'am," Peter said.

Finally, Rand pointed to Eliot.

Eliot froze. Then he sat, just as he had been trained. He folded his hands and tried to steady his voice. He lowered his arm, but he wasn't sure how to speak, almost as though the words had completely fled his brain. "Commander…do they…ever change? I mean, truly? The rebels. Do they ever come to believe what you believe?"

Marina studied him. The room went quiet again. "Reeducation is not easy. But it is possible. Some boys fight it at first. They resist. They cry and scream. But then they begin to understand. And once they understand, they are free."

Free?

Eliot had expected a lot of different descriptions, but he hadn't expected her to say anything like that, especially because it seemed obviously untrue. A boy could be happy and grateful. He could be cheerful and obedient. But free? That seemed unlikely, especially since he still remembered that point about hierarchies and how no one could be completely independent.

"Is there something else you want to say?" Marina asked.

Her eyes narrowed slightly as she watched him.

"No, ma'am!"

Commander Rand turned back to the class. "You are lucky. You are in a place of order. Structure. You have teachers who care enough to train you. Most of the world does not have this. Do not throw it away."

Miss Landry stepped forward. "Boys."

The class rose again.

"Final thanks. Unison."

The voices came together once more.

"Thank you, Commander Rand, for your service and your protection. We are learning, and we are grateful."

"Are there any other questions?" This time, she didn't look at the boys. Instead, there was one person with an arm raised into the air. Eliot and the other young men turned and saw Jessica.

"Yes?" Marina asked.

Jessica smiled at the boys first before she turned her attention back to the commando. "Can we have a demonstration?"

"Absolutely," said the commando.

Every boy tightened; every boy clenched, suddenly afraid as they contemplated what that would mean and what would happen next.

“Form a line,” Miss Landry said briskly. “We'll be going outside.”

There was a brief moment of confusion, but the boys obeyed without hesitation. Although there were the quick, whispered questions, most of the boys remained quiet. No one wanted to answer; no one wanted to risk drawing any unnecessary attention. Eliot rose with the others and followed Jasper into the hallway. Their skirts swished softly as they walked, layered petticoats brushing one another with every step.

Outside, the morning had turned warm. The sun filtered through the clouds, casting a delicate silver sheen over the garden paths and trimmed lawns. It had rained earlier, so the grass was damp beneath their shoes, and the scent of wet earth mingled with the usual lilac perfume that wafted from the hedges.

Commander Marina Rand was already waiting for them in the lower courtyard.

Her armor glinted under the light, her gloves tucked beneath one arm. She stood beside a ring of soft training mats that had been placed over the lawn; Eliot had noticed how she rushed off, so she must have asked some of the office staff for help. Around the ring, several rose-colored cones marked the demonstration zone. A few instructors from other classes stood at a distance, quietly observing. This must've been their prep periods, meaning they were looking for the chance to relax a little bit. Besides, if word had spread that there was going to be a "demonstration," they knew this was going to be fun! Some of the female students, in their slacks and simple blouses, had begun to gather. They leaned on railings, whispering and giggling.

Miss Landry led her boys down the marble steps in a single-file line, their pretty dresses rippling in the breeze. Eliot held the edges of his skirt carefully to avoid tripping on the grass. Once they reached the mats, Miss Landry raised her hand.

“Curtsey.”

Twenty boys dipped into synchronized curtsies, backs straight, eyes lowered. Their shoes glinted; the ivory and blush-pink Mary Janes were soft-heeled and spotless. Lace-trimmed ankle socks or creamy tights covered their legs. All of them were dressed in their best, their hair ribbons tied into crisp, perfect bows.

Commander Rand gave a slow nod. “Very good. Let's see what you boys can do. Manners are obviously more important, but what kind of reflexes do you have?"

Some of the girls watching laughed quietly. One even clapped.

Rand stepped forward and placed her gloves on the grass beside her. “Today’s lesson is simple. I want to show you what happens when someone runs. What happens when a boy thinks he’s clever, fast, or strong enough to escape the law.”

Eliot tensed. He knew this was just another display. Here was another reminder of what power looked like. Still, something in his stomach twisted. Commander Rand turned to the group. “Who’s brave enough to try?”

There was silence. Alex may have been brave before, but he had been thoroughly chastised, meaning all of these young men were determined not to draw any kind of attention.

At first, Eliot didn't think any of them would be foolish enough to volunteer. Remarkably, Jasper took a step forward.

Rand raised one brow, mildly impressed. “Name?”

“Jasper Wells, ma'am.”

“Good. Jasper, I want you to do something very simple. Run. When I say go, try to get to the other side of the grass. If you make it, you win.”

Jasper looked nervous but nodded. “Yes, Commander.”

She gestured to the far side of the courtyard. “Start there.”

Jasper lifted the hem of his skirts slightly and hurried into position. His tights hugged his legs, and his petticoats bounced as he moved. Once he turned to face her, she simply said, “Go.”

Jasper ran. His shoes barely gripped the wet grass, but he pushed forward with all the strength he had. His arms flailed out, and the ruffles of his dress flew behind him. For a moment, it almost looked like he might make it.

Commander Rand moved.

In three strides, she closed the gap, caught his wrist, and swept his legs out from under him in a single, fluid motion. Jasper landed on the mat with a soft grunt, his skirts blooming around him.

“Again,” she said, helping him up without ceremony. “Different partner. Let’s see who else thinks they have spirit.”

Another boy volunteered; this time it was Peter. He was smaller and quieter, yet he seemed clearly eager to prove himself. He took his place and tried to dart left instead of running straight. Honestly, Eliot didn't even understand why they continued to play these games. Did those boys honestly think they had a chance? Do they truly believe they would be able to escape one of the commandos?

It was nothing less than insanity.

Then again, he vaguely remembered some girl at some party talking about how boys could be delusional. She had said something along the lines of, "You know, they wear panties and dresses, and we treat them like beloved little dolls, but there's just something about the male condition. If you're a boy, you're constantly overestimating yourself." Was that the truth? Was that what was happening here?

Rand anticipated the move easily; for a fraction of a second, she watched as this boy jinked. Despite his outfit, he ran hard, weaving from side to side as he tried to escape her. He was making good progress, but…

She turned, sidestepped, and caught him mid-step. She pinned his arms behind his back, one gloved hand on the back of his neck.

“Still too slow.”

One by one, more boys stepped up. Some tried to zigzag. Some dropped low and tried to roll. One even threw his ribbon down in a symbolic act of defiance before sprinting full-speed toward the roses. Marina Rand laughed along with the other girls. Oddly enough, none of the defiance among these boys actually warranted any kind of punishment.

Eliot understood why. To the girls, this was just a demonstration of male inferiority. When faced with one of the Petticoat Commandos, they needed to learn just how helpless they were by comparison.

It wasn't fair.

Eliot didn't really want to escape; it wasn't like he fantasized about some life as a wild male out on the outskirts of society. Even so, part of him yearned to believe that he would have been able to resist if he had been given some opportunity to plan or prepare. Clearly, the boys were doomed to fail at a moment like this. It wasn't right. It wasn't fair. This wasn't a genuine demonstration at all…

Commander Rand quickly captured every volunteer effortlessly. She never raised her voice. She never lost her balance. Each time, she subdued them without striking, using their momentum against them. They landed softly on the mats or were held in place until she released them.

Eliot watched all of it with that growing sense of frustration. It felt like some kind of angry monster there beneath his rib cage.

He sat on the grass with the others, legs tucked beneath him, pinafore spotless. At first, he had admired her strength, even her beauty. Now, as the game stretched into its sixth or seventh round, he began to experience something else. It had to be a question of the smiles on the girls' faces, and the humiliation simmering on the boys’ cheeks.

His fingers clenched the edge of his skirt.

This wasn't fair, he thought. Obviously, she was going to win again and again. She had the training, the armor, and experience. The boys had arrived at school today, thinking they would get a boring guest lecture, but they weren't prepared for this. It wasn't fair! It wasn't proving anything!

But he said nothing.

He adjusted his posture, lowered his gaze, and let the thought pass.

Commander Rand stood in the center again, looking completely unbothered. Her baton remained at her side. She had not used it once.

“I want you to remember what this feels like,” she said. “To try your best and still fail. That is not shameful. That is nature. Order works because it knows what each person is meant for.” She smiled at them. "As boys, you are meant to serve. You need to go out into the world, to listen to your parents, to find a nice girl, to get married and to do as you're told. For you, obedience means happiness."

A few of the boys whispered those words, "Obedience means happiness." They looked like they believed it.

Eliot wasn't so sure.

Instead, Miss Landry stepped forward. “One last volunteer. Let’s end with determination.”

There was a pause.

Eliot felt several girls looking at him. He realized, with a sinking sensation, that no one else was moving.

He stood. The decision came without thinking. He barely felt his legs lift. He walked forward, head bowed, and took his place at the edge of the mat. His tights clung to his legs like a second skin, and he could feel his heartbeat in his ears.

Commander Rand raised an eyebrow. “Name?”

“Eliot.”

Her smile was faint, but unmistakably pleased. “You're composed. That's good. Let’s see if you’re fast.”

"I am," he reassured her.

Instantly, he regretted those words. She sauntered up to him, reached out, and touched his shoulder. "Are you sure about that?"

"No?" Eliot squeaked out this time. That was a much more appropriate response.

"But something is bothering you," Marina said.

"What's bothering you?" Jessica called out.

Other girls were laughing.

"He probably doesn't want to stain his pretty dress!"

"He's too dainty to run!"

"What is with boys? Why are they all so weak?" asked a different girl.

The taunts and mocking questions beat against his eardrums.

At first, he said nothing. Even so, the exasperation continued to pound through his body.

"What is it? What are you thinking?" Marina asked as though she already knew. When she watched him, there was that glinting curiosity. She was intrigued by him. She was also older and had experienced a world he could scarcely comprehend.

"Nothing, ma'am," he said.

Her tone hardened. "Don't lie to me, young man. Your teacher is right there, and I have no problem telling her that you tried to manipulate me."

"But I…" His voice faded as he realized it wouldn't matter. She was one of the Petticoat Commandos; if she reported disobedience on his part, then everyone would believe her. Besides, he had technically refused to answer her question. Finally, he forced himself to try again. "I was just thinking that it's not fair that everyone here thinks us boys are weak. Just because I have to wear this dress, that doesn't mean anything. I'm just being good."

"But that makes you angry," she said.

"A little bit…" Eliot forced himself to admit. Only then, he raised his chin, and he said, "This demonstration isn't real." Instantly, he regretted those words, especially because he had risked offending Marina Rand. The commander, however, just smirked. She nodded; just like that, he realized he had to continue speaking. "Everyone here isn't really trying their best. Besides, we don't have the same training or equipment."

"Life isn't fair," she said dismissively. "You're right. You boys don't get the same equipment or training. But that is always going to be the case. Your other point, however, is a good one."

"It is?"

"It is," she replied. Her lips parted just a tiny bit, and he saw how she ran the tip of her tongue along the edges of her teeth. "Okay," she said. "You can get away, we can renegotiate your dress code. Would you like that?"

"Yes!"

"You don't like having to wear panties and corsets, do you? I bet you would like to build and pick out your own wardrobe?"

All at once, Eliot realized that his classmates and the girls and his teacher were all listening. In fact, there were other teachers and maybe even an administrator here who could overhear this conversation. "I guess?"

"You want it," Marina said. It wasn't a question. "You want more freedom." That wasn't a question either.

Normally, Eliot would have argued and disagreed. He would've protested, insisting that he was just a good boy. He trusted and respected his mother, his teachers, and the other women who ruled his community. At that instant, however, he suspected Marina Rand wouldn't have believed him.

"Are you going to do your best? You know, it's important."

"I'll do my best," he said.

"If you fail, there have to be consequences, so I'm thinking a bare bottom spanking."

"What?" Eliot squeaked out.

Rand stepped back. “Go.”

Rather than question her order, he ran. Unlike the other boys, he didn’t lift his skirt. He let it whip around his knees as he rushed forward, ignoring the clumsiness of his shoes, the bounce of his petticoats, and the grass beneath his feet. He darted right, then curved left, trying to pull her away from the center. He rushed as fast as he could, spurred by hope and ambition and dread all at the same time.

Behind him, the Petticoat Commando started after him. He was making better progress than each of the other boys, not that he knew it. Instead, he embraced those instincts, and he ran as hard as he could! He poured everything he had into his arms and legs. Unlike the others, he didn't flare with his limbs. Instead, Eliot ran as hard as he could, instantly determined to get away. If he could just get to the other side, then he would be able to wear whatever he wanted! And if he failed…

She caught him within five steps. Marina hooked one arm around his waist and swung him around, pinning his shoulders to the mat in a controlled motion. It didn’t hurt. Immediately, he tried to wiggle free, to kick out or flail, but this woman knew exactly what she was doing. She caught him, and she pinned him. Despite his best efforts, it was final.

He stared up at the sky, breathless.

Rand leaned down slightly, her face calm.

“Well tried,” she said. “You’re quiet but not timid. That can be dangerous.”

Eliot felt his throat tighten. He nodded once. “Thank you, Commander.”

She released him.

When he stood again, his dress was grass-stained at the hem. He returned to his spot beside Jasper , hoping she had forgotten.

She hadn't.

Marina Rand pointed to one of the boys. "Go to the office, and get me a chair."

"Yes, ma'am!"

As she waited, Marina turned back to the assembled students. In that instant, she really did look like a soldier. She was a Huntress and a dangerous predator. She was the kind of fighter who could take on unspeakable odds and emerge victorious. Meanwhile, they were pretty boys in their cute dresses, their petticoats, panties and training bras. Their shoes were soft, and they never really learned to run, not like her. She had studied the movements and physics. Kinesiology instructors had helped her to comprehend exactly how the best punch or kick could be thrown. Just as importantly, she had demonstrated the different holds as she grabbed those boys and forced them down.

They never had a chance.

"Ladies and boys, I want you to all take a moment to reflect on what you've seen here. This young man might be right. Maybe things aren't fair, that's okay. If you look around, you can see the kind of community and society we have built. And why does it work? I'm sure there are sociologists who argue and disagree about these points. But frankly, I see the truth in your eyes. Women have the freedom we need to lead. Boys have the freedom they need to obey. That is how we keep everyone safe. That is how we keep everyone prosperous."

Maybe she said something else, but Eliot didn't hear it. Instead, he stood there, his back straight, with his heart pounding.

Someone came back with a chair and placed it casually there on the ground. It was open. Marina sat, and she looked just as fierce and intimidating as before. Then her gaze turned back to Eliot.

"Come," she ordered.

His legs moved mechanically.

"Are you nervous?" Marina asked him.

"Yes, ma'am," he said in a small voice.

"It's okay. I know you did your best, but you have to understand that there are always going to be consequences. Besides, this is good for you."

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

That was when she took him. He had approached, so now she grabbed him by his wrist, and she yanked. Just as easily as before, she manipulated him, turning him into little more than a puppet. Between seconds, she knocked him down onto her lap. Then she moved just as quickly, pushing back his skirt and petticoats. She yanked down both his tights and his panties.

Remarkably, none of the girls giggled or laughed. None of them pulled out their cell phones to take pictures of this. Instead, they simply wanted to observe.

"You're going to tell me that life isn't fair, and that it's okay," she said. "But first…"

He wanted to speak. He needed to get this over with as fast as possible.

Marina Rand wasn't going to give this boy that opportunity!

She struck. She spanked him. She brought her hand down hard and fast along his bare bottom. She struck once, twice, clapping and slapping his vulnerable skin.

At first, something compelled him to try to hold out, like he could maintain some silent and defiant façade.

Within moments, it broke apart. As the heat rampaged across his skin, and the pain started to burn with a different kind of intensity, he couldn't help himself. He squeaked. He whimpered and cried out. He made those desperate little sounds.

The spanking kept going.

"I'm sorry!"

"That's not what I want to hear," she said as she paused.

His backside was still glowing, and he sucked in a breath, hoping he could try again.

She didn't give him the chance.

Rather, she spanked him several more times. Despite his best efforts, Eliot quickly lost count. Frankly, he couldn't think. He could hardly breathe. He sucked in one desperate gasp after another without even comprehending what was happening.

But then it was done, and she rolled him over onto his side. At that moment, he looked up at this beautifully dangerous stranger, and there were so many people watching. He couldn't see anything past her face. "Life isn't fair, but that's okay. It doesn't need to be fair because the women of the world know how to take care of boys like me," he said, shocked at how quick he could speak, and how articulate he sounded.

"That's right," she said. She pushed him off her lap, yanked up both his panties and his tights, and then she smoothed out his skirt.

Immediately, he curtsied, he turned back, and he said, "Thank you, Commander!"

"No problem," she replied as the girls and boys all cheered and applauded. After all, the Petticoat Commando had taken a lot of time out of her busy schedule to educate them. More than that, this was a lesson none of the boys (especially Eliot) would be able to forget.

The End
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