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      Sam struggled to squeeze through the door to Building 21 as people walked through her big duffle strap across her chest and her battered backpack between her shoulder blades. She smiled at everyone she passed and wasn’t to put off by the mixed reactions she got. Yes, it was all men, but it was aviation and aeronautics school and the ratio was heavily weighted towards men on campus. A few of the guys looked at her with waggling eyebrows and whistles, but she ignored it. Some looked at her with shock and a bit of hostility, but she ignored that, too.

      She was accepted on scholarship to her first choice school. Dorm and tuition were included, and she was promised an on-campus job to help with the other expenses like food and books. She was floating on cloud nine and no one was going to bring Sam down.

      It didn’t matter she had no family, no money, and no friends. She didn’t need that stuff. She was going to make it on her own. After making it out of the foster care system and graduating with straight A’s, Flight school would be a piece of cake. Eventually, she would get a job with the airlines and never go hungry again.

      Despite the bags weighing her petite frame down, she practically skipped up the stairs to her assigned dorm. It was a co-ed building. There weren’t enough women that they got their own, but there were two female-only floors, so she wasn’t surprised that there were men in a variety of ages, ethnicities, and shapes. But they seemed surprised by her. She just smiled.

      The first hint that something was wrong was when she reached what was supposed to be a female-only floor. It was crawling with men doing the same thing she was doing, locating their rooms and moving in. Why were they on a female only floor?

      Her brow creased in confusion as she checked the printout. Building 21, floor 8, room 7. Stepping in front of a guy who seemed oblivious to her as he walked, she asked, “This is building 21, right?”

      He paused, looked down at her curiously, then his brows rose. “Uh.. Yeah. Are you helping someone move in?” He was a bit older than she would expect of a new recruit, had dark curling hair, skin tanned by genetics and sun.

      His brown eyes were filled with confusion and concern when she shook her head. “No, I’m looking for my dorm.”

      He bit his lip, looking at her, then up and down the hall, taking a step back from the middle of the hall and tugging her with him. “Let me see your assignment?”

      Separating the page from the other information in the packet, she handed it over, watching his eyes scan over it, brows rising and then muttering to himself. “Shit…” He glanced at her and a light flush covered his forehead. “Sorry … I think they fuc-” He cut himself off from cursing and cleared his throat. “I think they messed up your assignment.”

      Sam’s eyes narrowed, taking back the page and looking it over. “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

      One side of his face scrunched up apologetically. “Well, I mean, you are a girl, and this is a male dorm assignment.” He gave a soft huff of breath and shrugged. “Come on. I can let you in to put your stuff down while we call down to housing to fix this.”

      He started walking and Sam was compelled by his aura of command, falling into step next to him. He glanced at her and grinned. “I’m Mick Royce, by the way.”

      “Ugh... Sam Lawrence.” She squeezed past a group of laughing men and followed him to a door at the corner. “How do you know this is a male dorm room?”

      He grinned, pulling a ring of keys out of his pocket. “Because it’s my dorm.” The door swung open to what looked like a small living room, a utilitarian set up with two 2-person couches, a battered chair, a TV that was possibly older than she was, and a small window. There was a tiny kitchenette in the corner behind the door, and Mick motioned casually for her to put her stuff down as he moved into the kitchen and grabbed a phone off the wall, tapping in only a few numbers. He was kind enough to leave the door open, so she didn’t get uncomfortable.

      Looking around as she heaved her bags onto one of the couches, Sam was annoyed that she wouldn’t get to stay here. It was a nicer set up than she’d ever had before. But it should be identical to a women’s dorm, right?

      “Hey Kane, listen, I’ve got a girl here with the wrong dorm assignment.” Mick spoke into the phone with a casual familiarity. “Yeah, yeah, hold on.” Putting his hand over the mouthpiece, he waved Sam over from where she was looking out the window. “Dorm page?”

      Sam handed it over, leaning on the counter so she could sort of hear what was going on through the phone, her feet lifting slightly off the floor as she flexed her shoulders and braced her weight on the laminate.

      “Ready? Okay, first name Sam.. Last name Lawrence.” He glanced at her as if for confirmation and nodded as she gave him a thumbs up. “Yeah, man, she was assigned to our dorms.”

      There was a response, a mix of exasperation and overworked uncertainty, and Mick rolled his eyes. “I know a girl when I see one.” There was a short response, then the hum of hold music.

      Sam chuckled, deciding she liked Mick; he wasn’t being gross or dismissive in the hall when she asked for directions. Mick didn’t hesitate to help her out when he saw a problem, and he clearly had a sense of humor.

      Just then, the door opened again, nearly hitting her, and she gasped as a shirtless man walked in. Clearly, he came from exercising; running shorts clung to his hips and thighs, his pale and scarred chest was shiny with dried sweat, and a damp pattern of hair in a dark trail led into his shorts. His black hair was stuck to his forehead and neck, another nasty scar bisecting the right side of his face, a sweaty shirt slung over his shoulder, water bottle in hand.

      He took one look at her and scowled. “The fuck, Royce, do you have to bring sluts to the dorm on day one?”

      Wow, way to make a first impression, asshole!

      Immediately, Sam flushed with anger and embarrassment, glaring back just as hard as he was. She spluttered with the urge to say something, too shocked to form a response quickly, but Mick rolled his eyes.

      “Cut it out, Alyx. There’s a mix-up in housing and I’m helping her out.” Still with the phone to his ear, he leaned close to Sam, dropping his voice slightly. “Ignore him. He’s garbage.”

      The other man, Alyx, flipped him off and stalked to one of the doors, yanking it open and slamming it shut behind him. It felt like he took all the air with him, and Sam refused to shudder. “What is his problem?”

      Mick gave her a lazy shrug. “He’s grumpy pretty much all the time, but new people and routine changes push him to intolerable levels.” He nodded at the door the other man slammed through. “Move-in day combines both.”

      The hold music cut out and a tiny voice came through the phone.

      Looks like this was a bigger problem than anyone thought. They wanted Sam to come down to the housing office. With a sigh, she gathered her things, shaking her head at Mick’s offer to leave her bags. There was no point in leaving them because she would just have to take them to a new dorm, anyway.
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      Three hours later, Sam was no closer to getting a room assignment in the female dorms. Apparently the computer system classified her as male because of her name, and not only were the people in the housing office unable to fix it, but even if they could fix the computer glitch, they couldn’t put her in a female dorm because they were full. You’ve got to be kidding!

      At first, they acted like it was no big deal, saying that she could just get an apartment. She argued, yelled, and generally was the kind of pain that all customer service workers hated, but she was hanging on by a thread and could not afford an apartment. After making calls to the financial aid office, the housing department, student services, and even legal, the scholarship office eventually called and told the housing office to figure something out ‘or else.’

      So, they offered her a choice. She could stay in the dorm she was assigned, with Mick Royce, Alyx Collins, and another man she hadn’t met named Paxton Warner, until they found a better solution. Or she could sleep on the couch in one of the female dorms with four strangers. As a foster kid, Sam knew the math about that. A bed with one cool dude, one grump, and one stranger was a better deal than four strangers and a couch, no matter what was between their legs. More people, more unknowns, meant more problems. 

      So they called room seven, spoke to Mick, and walked her back. There were a few people still moving in, but for the most part, things seemed to have settled down in the halls, though behind doors, things were probably still getting settled.

      After knocking on room seven, Mick opened the door and ushered them in. A young man sat on one of the couches looking up in curiosity. Alyx was dressed differently, but still sporting a scowl as he leaned against the door jamb to his room. She could only hope she wouldn’t have to share with him. She’d share a room with Mick or the stranger.

      Mick warned Alyx and Paxton that Sam would be staying, and the housing official confirmed it. The older woman also made it very clear that, for everyone’s protection, if anything inappropriate happened between Sam and any of the men sharing the dorm, there would be official reprimands in their files.

      After the woman left, there was an awkward silence, until Paxton spoke up. “Ugh, hey. I’m Paxton. Your roomie.”

      She took his offered hand and shook it firmly. “Sam.” 

      Mick chuckled, “Since you and Paxton are first years, and me and Alyx have been dorm mates for a while, I figured it was easier if you two took a room and I bunked with him. That cool?”

      Alyx rolled his eyes. “No, because I fucking hate you.”

      As if this was a normal occurrence, Mick smirked. “Love you too, asshole.” He leaned over to Sam. “Sorry about the language.” He glared over his shoulder at the taller man. “Watch your mouth. We have a young lady living here now.”

      “For fuck’s sake, I’m not changing because some girl moved in.” He snorted, marching over to stand in front of Sam, who had to crane her neck to look up at him. “You don’t get special privileges. No extra shower time, don’t leave your girly crap everywhere, and keep your fucking clothes on. First come first serve on the TV, and if we watch sports and not kissing movies, you don’t say shit about it.” At that, Paxton went wide eyed and stared at Sam from behind Alyx, mouthing the words, kissing movies like it was the most unreal thing he had ever heard.

      But Alyx just kept going. “Don’t try to set us up with your friends, don’t try to fix us or change us or use your womanly wiles on us. We cuss and stink and drink out of the carton. We’re not your fucking errand boys, brothers, or pseudo-boyfriends.” He punctuated what was apparently the end of his rant with a point of his finger at Sam, then at Paxton, and finally at Mick, who just scratched the back of his head and gave Alyx an incredulous look.

      With that, he retreated to his and Mick’s room with a slam of the door. 

      There was a long moment of silence when the three of them just stared at each other and the closed door. Finally, Sam started to chuckle. “That guy has issues.” They dissolved into laughter, and all Paxton could say was, “Kissing movies!” as he panted out deep belly laughs, while Mick wiggled his fingers and laughed about womanly wiles like they were magic spells.

      After they got that out of their system, Mick and Paxton showed her the room she would share with Paxton, and the rest of the small double dorm. As they were settling into the common room, Mick cracked a beer for each of them, but hesitated when he got to Sam. “Hey um, not to be rude, but… how old are you?”

      Sam blushed. “Uh… Eighteen?”

      Without another word about it, Mick kept the beer and took it back to the kitchen, tossing her a bottle of water instead. They spent the next few hours chatting and getting to know each other, without more than a few sounds, to show that Alyx was in the other room.

      That night, she changed in the bathroom and crawled into her new bed, ignoring the soft breaths of the man in the bed a few feet away. This is not what she imagined her first day at the Academy to be like, but it still beat sharing a room with eight other kids. So for her, it was a success.
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