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        Be ‘just friends’ with a smokeshow like her? That’s pretty much a p#cking impossible ask.

        Tyler Lockhardt, VEGAS CRUSH

      

      

      

      

      I’m just over here minding my business playing hockey for the Crush when the SMOKESHOW of my dreams turns up and seriously rocks my world.

      

      For real.

      

      Beautiful, smart, and so incredibly sweet I cannot help myself from wanting to get to know her a whole lot better.

      

      But it’s not happening.

      

      C*ck-blocked by her paranoid older brother (also my teammate) and her Feminazi sister, I’ve lost my game long before I ever had any.

      

      It gets worse.

      

      Zoya Kolochev has zero interest in dating hockey players and she is completely firm on that.

      

      She would like to be my friend though. *facepalm*

      

      I know I’m definitely not boyfriend material, but I don’t think I’m very good friend material either.

      

      But it’s what she wants...so I guess I’ll have a new “friend” now.

      

      A smokin’ hot, legs-for-days, sexy, gorgeous SMOKESHOW for my new friend.

      

      FML

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to #75
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      Watching your fights has been a delight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            definition

          

        

      

    

    
      smoke·show

      /smōk/·/SHō/

      noun

      1. A word to describe someone so hot that you basically see the smoke coming off them...

      

      ◦ informal usage

      (A sexy bombshell walks into a bar.)

      

      Dude 1: “Dude, check out the smokeshow that just walked in.”

      

      Dude 2: “Holy f#ck, she really is a smokeshow!”
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            saint georg

          

          Zoya

        

      

    

    
      
        
        January

      

      

      I say a little prayer to the registration gods that they will not shut me out of the classes I really want.

      My draft class schedule in hand, I look down the line, which is so very long I fear I will be standing here forever.  Unfortunately, I missed the cutoff for registering online because my overprotective father only just decided that I could follow my sister Irina to UNLV where she is pursuing her master’s degree in women’s studies. So now, I must stand in the line and pray.

      Luckily, most of my transfer credits came through from my previous university in Saint Petersburg, so I am in a slightly better position to get the more targeted classes that I need.  It has been my dream to study in the U.S. for a long time even though my father was absolutely against it. With every fiber in his body, he opposed sending me here for college on my own.  But now, since my sister got into grad school, he finally agreed.  Also helpful is the fact our brother plays professional hockey for the Vegas Crush and makes Las Vegas his home.  If not for that perk, I doubt I would even be here at all.  Georg is married now, and our father has threatened him with bodily harm if he doesn’t look out for me (mostly) but also my sister. This idea would have been laughable a couple of years ago, but now my brother is more settled, less wild, and I believe he has my father convinced that he will keep an eye out for us.

      This is not a problem for me.

      I do not get in trouble.

      My sister, however?  Well, let us just say my brother will be having his hands full with Irina.  Which is why it is laughable that I had to beg for a year to come here to study in the first place.

      I finally make it to the front of the line and work through my class list with the registrar.  Two of my classes are already full but she helps me find alternatives that should be suitable.  Once everything is in place, I’m shuffled to the bursar’s line, where I wait for the privilege of handing over a check for the cost of this semester’s tuition.

      “Where are you from?” the gray-haired woman at the bursar’s desk asks as she enters my payment information into her computer.

      “Saint Petersburg.”  I can anticipate the conversation that will likely follow.

      “Florida?”

      “Russia.”

      She looks up and giggles.  “Right.  The accent should have made it obvious, huh?  We just see so many people from so many places here.  It’s a real melting pot, Las Vegas.  Have you noticed that?”

      I start to answer, but she keeps talking.

      “You speak very good English.  I’m really impressed.  Have you studied long?”

      “Well, my family has always traveled internationally.  Everyone in my house speaks both English and Russian fluently.”

      “Oh, that’s really great,” the woman chatters.  “What made you all travel so much?”

      “My father is a youth hockey coach.  And my brother plays professionally.  He played in the Olympics for the Russian team and now he is here, playing in the NHL.”

      Her eyes narrow as she peers at the screen, then she looks at me with a surprised look on her face.  “Kolochev is your family name?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Is your brother Georg Kolochev, then?”

      “For nineteen long years, unfortunately, yes.”

      She giggles.  “I’m sure all sisters feel that way about their brothers.  But yours, my dear, has really made our city proud lately.  The Crush are such a great team.  They’ve had a heck of a season so far.”

      “I guess,” I answer with a shrug.

      I find hockey talk so boring.  Probably because I’ve spent my entire life in ice-hockey facilities, either watching my father coach or watching my brother and my cousin Boris, play.  Boris Drăghici, NHL superstar extraordinaire, was recently traded to Las Vegas from his former team in Austin, Texas, so he is also here playing for the Crush now...but I wisely left that part out.  I’ve dealt with it all my life.  The gushing praise from fan girls all over the world enthralled with my hockey-playing male relatives.  So obnoxious.  Honestly, I just want my receipt so I can leave.  And by the sound of the dramatic sighing behind me, the others waiting in this line would very much appreciate me to be on my way as well.

      When I finally burst through the doors and out into the warm, Vegas sunshine, I’m ready to scream.  Thankfully, my sister is waiting for me, two green tea frappuccinos in hand.  I gratefully grab one and suck down the icy, sweet concoction with an audible, happy sigh.

      “Um, you’re welcome?”

      “Thank you, Rina.”  Only I am ever allowed to use the shortened version of her name.  “This makes up for the hockey talk I had to endure.  Georg this and Georg that.  It made me want to erupt like a volcano.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.  Papa wouldn’t have let you come here if not for Georg.”

      “He let me come because of you, too.  And how is Georg the responsible one, all of a sudden?”

      “Valid point.”  Irina lifts a shoulder.  “He’s always been the bad boy and now he is married so he is a saint suddenly.”

      Saint Georg.  What a joke!

      My sister and I are both tall and slender.  We modeled in Russia when we were kids.  My sister tries to cover up her looks by dressing like a punk rocker.  Her hair is currently dye-dipped so that her normally dark locks have hot pink ends.  She is wearing a black leather jacket over a bright yellow tube top, black combat boots tied below white leggings.  This is in comparison to my very boring ensemble of white T-shirt and khaki shorts with Crocs.  Normal campus wear if you ask me.

      As we walk, we get looks.  It happens everywhere we go, and my sister finds it absolutely annoying.  Every single time a guy looks at us, she tells him to stop ogling.  “Not a piece of meat, asshole,” is one of her favorite lines.  It makes me turn eight shades of red every time, because I would rather there were simply no confrontations when we walked together.

      When two guys stop, asking us first where we got our drinks (as if the logo of the coffeeshop isn’t emblazoned on the cups), then if we are angels sent straight from heaven,  “That is the lamest thing I’ve ever heard a dude say,” Irina sneers in response.

      “They are just giving us compliments.”  I put my hand on her arm, trying to stop a meltdown.

      “Oh, accents!” the shorter of the two says, actually clapping and hopping up and down.  He is cute in a generic way, with a snap-back hat and skater-chic T-shirt on.

      “Oh, you can go straight to hell!  We’re not here for your amusement.”  Irina digs her heels in for a confrontation.  Once again.

      “You can’t walk around looking like that and expect dudes not to look at you.”  The other guy—much taller than his friend, with dark hair that flops in his eyes—leers at her bared midriff and ample breasts in the tiny tube top.

      “I can walk around naked if I want,” she snaps.  “It wouldn’t give you the right to look at me.”

      “But I would look at you, because you’d be naked,” tall-guy counters, not giving up so easily.

      Hat-guy adds, “Are you two, like, a package deal?  Because I think we’re down with a group thing, if that’s what it takes.  Do you kiss each other?”

      I cringe at how crass they are but try to pull my sister away from them.  Irina has put down roots though, becoming immovable.  “You two need your mouths rinsed with bleached.  You think you can talk to women that way and get a pass?  Do you ever watch the news?  It’s called rape culture, asshole, and you are perpetuating it!”

      At that, the guy in the snap-back has the decency to back off. His hands go up as if he’s surrendering.  “Hey, we’re just playin’—”

      His friend, however, tilts his head.  His eyes narrow and his mouth curves into what feels like an evil smile.  It creeps me out, and the feeling is only made worse when he says, “I’m sure we’ll see you both around, babes.”

      They walk away and I go into a full, involuntary body shudder before dragging my sister—now shouting profanities in Russian—toward the dorms.  When she finally stops yelling, the guys are well out of hearing range.  She takes a drink of her frap then makes a face. “Pridurki.  Now my drink is melted.”

      “Well, we could have avoided that whole argument if you would have ignored them.  Why can’t you ever ignore imbetsily like them?"

      “Why do they get to talk to us like that?  I didn’t give them permission, and there was no good reason for it.  I am not going to stand around allowing men to talk to me like I am an object, and you shouldn’t either.”

      “They thought we were hot.  We get it all the time.  Why does every compliment have to lead to a discussion on rape culture?”

      “Asking us if we kiss each other is not a compliment, Zoya,” my sister scolds sharply.  “Whatever.  I just want to be left alone to get my schooling done, and the simple act of walking down the street with you always brings confrontation like that one.  Eto nelepo.”

      “You are ridiculous,” I snap.  “It is not me causing a scene all the time.”

      “It is not a scene,” she argues.  “I am putting entitled men in their place.  You have heard of #MeToo, haven’t you?”

      All I can do is roll my eyes.  I swear.  My sister is like a stone wall when she is like this, and no amount of arguing, begging, or pleading will make her stop ranting.  On one hand, I appreciate my sister for being such a committed feminist.  On many topics, I agree with her. And no, I do not think some pridurok should be able to treat me like a sex toy, but I also don’t feel the need to cause a commotion about every single comment that is made, either.  Irina, though?  She does not let one slip by, ever, and it often ends up embarrassing me.

      A lot.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me,” she says.  “You need to woman up and stop letting men gape at you like you’re a piece of meat.”

      “They do not gape at meat the way they gape at us.”

      “That does not make it better, Zoya.  You need to grow a backbone and stop these men from thinking they can demean you with their looks and words and disgusting behaviors.  Allowing it makes them think they have permission to do whatever they want.”

      “I have heard all this before,” I say, shaking my head furiously. “Calm down and stop trying to make me into a mini version of you.  You can think however you want.  I want to go to my classes and make friends like a normal American college student.”

      As we walk, we keep arguing, finally making our way to my dorm room.  Since I am a second-year, I have to stay in the dorms.  However, one perk to having a pro-hockey player for a brother is that I was able to get a single room and don’t have to share with a roommate.  This is best for me, as I am not always a people person.  Irina is much more outgoing.  Extroverted.  Engaging with people often wears me out and I think it will be best, as it was in Russia, if I have a private space to go to after each day is done.

      “This is a nice, little room,” Irina says, looking around.  “No hockey anything, though?  Papa will be so disappointed.”

      “Bez raznitsy.”  I shrug.  “He is not here.”

      Irina is smirking, so I know she is joking.  She hates hockey marginally less than I do, as she hates their drinking and womanizing.  She and our brother, Georg, have had many arguments over the years, since he was always a poster boy for both of those vices.  Not so much these days, of course.  He is now sober and found the love of his life in his new wife, Pam.  They are both very good for each other.  Our parents love her, probably mostly because the timing of her entry into my brother’s life coincided with him having the best playing year of his life, and consequently the best contract he has ever had, as well.  In my parents’ eyes, Pam is a miracle worker.  And their marriage was a miracle worker for me, too.  If my brother wasn’t sober and married, my father never would have let me come here for the rest of my schooling.  Irina is living off campus in an apartment with two other roommates, which I would prefer if I had any say in my situation.  One of the conditions of our deal was that I had to live on campus for the first year.  Papa doesn’t approve of Irina’s choices most of the time, so it was accept this condition or not come to Vegas at all.

      I flop on my bed and wave to my sister as she heads for the door.  “See you later, Rina.”

      “Having a famous brother can have its perks,” she answers, looking around my room one more time.  “I had the smallest room in undergrad with two roommates who smelled like fish.”

      She leaves and I am left thanking the hockey gods that I do not have any roommates.  Especially not ones who smell like fish.
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            no finesse at all

          

          Tyler

        

      

    

    
      I stick my glasses on my face and wipe the steam off the mirror, rubbing my five-o’clock shadow and trying to decide if I should shave or not.  I just got in a killer workout, followed by a hot shower.  The locker rooms are oddly quiet, creepy even, without the noise of a bunch of dudes.

      I’m glad the holiday break is over.  It’s been too damn long with everyone out of town and I’m ready to be back on the ice.  We’re having a banging season, so this year, I’ve set my sights on my name finally gettin’ carved into Lord Stanley’s motherfucking Cup.  Everybody should have some life goals.  It’s my year, I can feel it.  Of course, Vegas has to pull off another championship season for it to happen.

      I decide against the shave—chicks dig the shadow—but acknowledge I need to stop at the barber shop for a trim to my undercut.  Gettin’ a little shaggy and can’t have the flow lookin’ raggedy as we hit the ice in the new year.  I head to my locker to dress just as a text comes through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Viktor:  I cannot meet you for drinks as planned.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler:  The fuck?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Viktor:  We are all jetlagged.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler:  Get over it. Be a big boy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Viktor:  It is different with a baby and a wife.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler:  So Red doesn’t want you out tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Viktor:  She is fine with it. I am just tired.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler:  Not much of a wingman these days. Disappointing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Viktor:  Do not be such a baby, man.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler:  Go change your baby’s diaper or something.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Viktor:  Change your own diaper.

      

      

      

      

      

      I send him a GIF of a guy giving the middle finger, then follow with a winky-face emoji so he knows I’m not really all that mad.  I mean, yeah, it’s a wicked pisser that my big-ass best friend is now tied down to a lady-love and tiny baby person, but I also get it.  Scarlett’s hot as hell.  If I found a piece like that, I might…

      Babies?  Nah.  Not so much.  I’m not sure Viktor would’ve chosen to have a baby so fast, either, but whoops.  Now he’s got one, and boy, has it fucked up our social life.  Curses to babies and relationships.  I’m staying single until the day I die.  No one needs that ball and chain.  No way.

      What I do need?  A stiff drink and a hockey honey on my lap.  I send out a couple of texts and my buddy, Terrence, who works in ticketing, shoots back that he’s already out and I should get my ass out there with him.  Done.  Don’t have to tell me twice.

      I make the three-block walk down to a club, finding Terrence and two other guys from sales already half-drunk and surrounded by women.  The more the merrier, I always say.  I sit my ass down and order everyone a round.

      “Good man!”  Terrence salutes me, his arm muscles bulging to the delight of the women sitting near him.  They fawn all over him like he’s Idris Elba or something.

      “Hey, I’m the pro, here,” I say, making a muscle and winking at the girls, “so give this guy some love, too.”

      “You kidding?” Terrence asks, his grin wide.  “They only came because I said my man Locksey is on the team.”

      “That’s better,” I say as one of the girls crawls onto my lap.  Terrence and I clink beer bottles and I swig some back.  “I’ve gotta use whatever I can, man, ’specially when my friends are as good-lookin’ as this motherfucker.”

      Terrence rolls his eyes, but that dude knows he’s good-lookin’.  I swear to God, the Crush only hires good-looking people.  I can’t think of a single person who works for the place who isn’t at least semi-attractive.  And I’m under no illusions that I’m even close to the top of the hotness list.  Fuck, I mean even my big, dumb friend Viktor looks like he was molded out of clay.

      No, I’m just a poor kid from South Boston with a bad attitude, a hot temper, and a marginally good defensive spirit.  I got lucky somehow, got a smidge of talent, and a lot of grit.  And so-so looks, I suppose.  Coulda done worse.

      “Where’s the big man tonight?”  Terrence asks after we drain our beers and order another round.

      “Bah,” I grunt, waving a hand like I swatting away a fly.  “Just got back from Mother Russia.  Everyone’s jetlagged, according to him.  I think he’s just being a big puss.”

      Terrence raises a shoulder.  “Meh.  I mean, his old lady probably doesn’t want him out in places like this anymore, especially now that they’ve got a baby.”

      “Are you talking about Viktor Demoskev?” the girl on my lap asks.

      “Yes, ma’am.  Giant Russian bastard and my best friend.”

      “You two play so well together out there,” she says, fawning.

      “We aim to please, doll.”

      Terrence leans forward, grinning.  “I need them to play well so I can sell a shit-ton of ticket packages.  You know, there was a time when we couldn’t sell half of the seats in that arena.  Once Kolochev got dry, you two peckers gelled on D, and the Ice Dragon got set up at center, we were on fire.  The coaching staff’s gotta be nutting themselves over such a lineup.”

      “I think it’s you who’s nutting himself ’cause of all that bank you’re makin’ on commission.  Plus, I know you think I’m damn pretty.”  I grin at him and wink at the girl.

      We have a couple more rounds before the place starts to liven up for the night, a DJ coming on to spin some EDM.  The girls have staked their claim, evil-eyeing any other woman who tries to approach.  It’s kind of a shame, really, since these girls are just...okay.  Not hard on the eyes or anything, just not knockouts.  Actually, they’re fine to look at, and at the end of the day, beer goggles are a guy’s best friend.  It’s not like they’ll get anything more than a one-night stand anyway.

      They’re jabbering about what they do for a living.  One’s a teacher or some shit, and she keeps talking about how teaching has pretty much made her positive she never wants kids.  That’s encouraging, I suppose.  I only tune in and out to be polite.  I don’t really care what any of them has to say.  I don’t need to know their favorite color or where they grew up.  I’m not interested in whether or not they have pets.  But I do need to pretend to be listening, at least, and so I watch the crowd and tune in every so often just to nod in agreement or answer a direct question.

      The most recent is, “Do you want to dance?”

      “Yep,” I say, standing and giving a big stretch.  The woman who was on my lap earlier is blonde with big tits.  She’s the teacher who doesn’t want any kids.  I take her hand and haul her out to the dance floor, where we grind on each other as the crowd thickens around us.  She’s a decent dancer, I’ll give her that.  She turns around and bends up and down, her ass on full display in a skin-tight, stretchy dress.  I bet her employer would have something to say about this kind of behavior.

      Before long, we’re lined up against each other, one of my legs between hers, rubbing at that most sensitive place.  She’s got her hands on my ass and I’m semi-hard.

      “You want to go somewhere for a fuck?” she asks against my ear.

      Bingo.

      I nod and we push back through the crowd and up to the quieter second floor.  We find a mostly unoccupied women’s room and barge into a stall, kissing as we struggle to make room in a tiny space for two people—one of them a six-foot-two hockey player.

      I push her dress up to her waist and shove a hand inside her barely-there panties.  She’s soaking wet.  Totally ready.  She moans as I finger fuck her, two fingers in and out.  I’m being careless, not using any kind of finesse, but she still seems to like it.  In fact, I know she likes it because she breaks out in a high-pitched whine and then her pussy clenches around my fingers as she comes all over them.

      “My turn.”  I pull my cock from my jeans and she ogles it, making some nonsense about how big it is.

      There really isn’t room to fuck in here, and frankly, I’m not sure I want to.  I press lightly on her shoulders and she takes the hint, making her way to her knees, her dress still up around her waist.  She takes my balls in one hand and wraps the other hand around the base of my cock as she slurps my cock like a popsicle.  She licks along the length, then swirls her tongue around the head.  It’s good.  Feels good, but I want her mouth around my cock.  I want the tip to touch the back of her throat, so I encourage her to open up for me.  She does, but I can tell she’s not into giving me a good deep-throat, so I don’t fuck her mouth like I planned.  Instead, I let her do her thing, and it takes a few minutes but with some concentration, I’m able to get off.  She swallows, grimacing, and I know that’ll be the end of the action between the two of us tonight.  She can’t take me balls-deep and she acts like swallowing jizz is the worst thing ever.  It’s time to say thank you and goodnight now.

      I help her back up, straightening her dress and stuffing myself back into my pants before we step out of the tiny stall.  I wash my hands as she splashes water from the sink in her mouth, swirling it around and spitting it out.  She’s still at the mouth-rinsing as I head out.  When I get back to the table, Terrence is grinning.

      “How was it, champ?” he asks.

      “Lackluster.  Think I’m gonna go.”  And sadly, that’s all it’s been lately.  Yeah, it’s sex.  Relieves some pressure.  But what’s the point of a hot mouth or pussy that I have to work to enjoy?  Defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?

      He raises a shoulder. “Suit yourself.”

      “See ya later.”  I wave and make for the door.

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m on my couch in nothing but boxers, playing Fortnite on the PS4.  Username IceDragon90 is online, so I grab my headphones and invite him to chat.

      “Hey, asshole, back from Nerd Town, are we?”

      “If, by Nerd Town, you mean the most magical place on earth, then yes,” Boris’s girlfriend, Talia, responds.  “Boris is grabbing a drink from the fridge.”

      “Hey, if it isn’t the hot librarian,” I tease.

      “I’m not a librarian, Tyler.  Investment manager, remember?”

      I hear some muffled talking, then Boris comes over the headset.  “And she’s making me a killing already.”

      “Guess I need to make an appointment,” I say.  “My investments are all over the place.”

      “I thought you were going to say your investments are drowning in beer,” Boris taunts.

      “Hardy har har.  I’ll have you know I’m wicked good at budgeting.  I have a beer budget that I strictly adhere to.”

      “To which I strictly adhere,” Talia interjects.

      “Grammar police much?  Jesus.  Go learn a book, darlin’.  Let the big boys play.”

      “Let the big boys play a game for children?” she asks.

      I have no answer for that, so I just snort.  This is the way things are with Talia, who I thought was a shrinking violet, nerd-type but is really sassy and smart and not afraid to cuss or swear or say whatever damn thing pops into her Brainiac head.  She’s a good match for Boris, who is way more reserved.  He comes out of his shell for her.

      I’d never admit this to anyone, but honestly?  All the guys have found women who make them better.  They all seem happier and more secure now that they’re in relationships.  It’s cool I guess.  Doesn’t mean I want to be within smelling radius of a relationship myself, but good for anyone who finds something meaningful.

      While Boris and I play a round, he and Talia tell me about their recent trip to Harry Potter World in Orlando, where Talia got to pick out a wand and wear a cape or some other nerdy shit.  She seems way excited about all of it, though I have no idea what the hell she’s talking about.

      It’s pretty late when I hear some smoochy sounds that lead to whispering and giggling.  I could take a bet on how long before⁠—

      “Hey, I’m out.  Got to get my princess to bed.”

      “Gotta get laid, is more like,” I mumble, rolling my eyes as IceDragon90 logs off.

      And now I’m alone in my apartment, playing a children’s video game—alone—wide awake and wishing all my friends weren’t tied to the ball-n-chain of their dreams.
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            not talking hockey

          

          Zoya

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two weeks later.

      

      

      My biology professor is a tiny, gray-haired woman with a voice that could put a person to sleep.  She just drones on and on, barely taking a breath, and certainly not inviting questions or discussion about the topic at hand.

      Honestly, I am not a math or science person by nature, so this would be boring even if someone really amazing was teaching.  I front-loaded the last of the tier 1 math and science I needed into this semester in hopes I could get it all out of the way and then focus on the fun stuff next semester.  Now I am almost regretting it, but c’est la vie.

      In order to get through what I am sure could be classified as cruel and unusual punishment; I doodle.  It’s just a loose portrait rendering of my mom, who I miss more than I expected since being in the States.

      The guy sitting next to me leans over and whispers, “That’s really good.”

      I turn and catch his eye. “Thanks.  Just doodling.”

      He’s cute, this guy, with wavy, long-ish hair that curls around the collar of his blue polo shirt.  The way he grins at me makes me blush and shut my notebook, straightening up and trying to pay better attention to the class.

      He pokes my notebook with his finger.  “Why are you embarrassed?”

      “I am not,” I say.  “I should be paying better attention.”

      “This woman is a fossil,” he whispers.  “She must be a hundred years old and I swear she hasn’t taken one breath the entire lecture.”

      I can’t help but giggle.  “That is what I was just thinking.”

      “See?  Great minds think alike.  We should be friends.”

      Thankfully, class ends and I’m able to divert from the conversation as I gather my things.  Still, the guy follows close on my heels.  Outside, he catches up and says, “I’m Jay, by the way.”

      “Zoya.”  We shake hands, which I suppose is better than him ogling my breasts or something.  And he is shorter than me, which is kind of a funny surprise.  By at least two inches.

      “Wow,” he says.  “You’re taller when you’re standing up.”

      Chuckling, I say, “I only stopped growing last year.  My father and sister are tall, also.”

      “Are your sister and father also Russian?”

      One side of my mouth quirks up.  “Who says I am Russian?”

      “Okay.  Are your sister and father also supermodels?”

      “Nope, we are all just tall people with very strange accents.  And yes, we are from Russia.  And no, my father would never let me model past the age of ten, unless maybe for turtlenecks.”

      He shrugs.  “I think you’d look pretty good in a turtleneck.  Or a plastic bag.  Or really anything, honestly.  But your dad is strict, I take it.”

      I nod.  “Very.  It took a lot of work to get him to agree to let me come to Las Vegas for school.  And only because my sister came to do her master’s in Vegas and my older brother lives here that he even considered it.”

      “Well,” he says, folding his arms and appraising me, “I’m very curious to hear more, but I also have a huge need for caffeine.  I think our teacher might be an energy vampire.  Can I help renew your energy level as well?”

      “I cannot.  I have to get back to change for a post-holiday party with the Crush.”

      Jay’s eyes widen.  “Whoa.  I’m impressed.  How did you score that invite?”

      “My brother plays for them.”

      “Who’s your brother?”

      “Georg Kolochev.  On defense.”

      He laughs out loud like I’ve said the funniest thing.  “He’s not just on defense.  Seriously?  Your brother is Curious Georg?”

      I roll my eyes and let out an epic sigh.  “Here we go again.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It means I am tired of everyone going fanboy over my brother.  Hockey is not that important in the grand scheme of life.”

      “Uh, I beg to differ.  Especially here.  People are apeshit over the Crush, and every one of those first-string players...they’re like gods.  You should be proud of your brother.  He’s a superstar.”

      “He is just my goofy brother.  And I grew up around hockey, so I was really hoping to come here and not have to see hockey or talk hockey or think about hockey every minute.”

      “Wrong town, wrong time, Zoya.”  He shakes his head at me.  “Las Vegas loves the Crush and they love hockey.  And it’s about to get worse if they keep playing like total studs and win the Cup again.”

      “Great.  Well, then I regret to inform you that I will not be able to be friends with you, Jay from biology class.  I simply cannot be friends with a person who obsesses over hockey.  It is my personal principle for which I make no exceptions.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear that.  If I promise to never talk hockey in front of you, then can you be my friend?”

      I give him an amused grin.  “I will consider it.”

      “I even promise not to geek out if your brother comes around.”

      “Do not make promises you cannot keep.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “It is a maybe,” I say.  “I have to go, but I will see you in class.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After a quick shower I throw on a pair of distressed jeans and a sheer, black, sleeveless tunic.  I’m working on my hair and makeup when Irina comes through the bathroom door.

      “Ever hear of knocking?”  I scowl at her through the mirror.

      “As if you have any parts I haven’t seen before, sister,” she retorts.

      “What if I had been in here with a man?”

      “That is very unlikely.”

      She is right, but I don’t want to admit it.  Instead, I take in her outfit—ripped mom jeans and a Pussy Riot T-shirt with Doc Martens.

      “That is not at all appropriate for this event.”  I roll my eyes at her outfit.

      “Yebat’ sebya,” my sister hisses.

      “So hostile all the time,” I say, refocusing on my reflection in the mirror.  My hair is long and tousled, still sun-streaked from summer.  I opt for simple makeup—nude lip gloss and a little mascara and eyeliner.

      “You should wear these with that outfit,” Irina says, holding up a pair of red heels.  The first helpful thing she has said to me.

      I grab the shoes and pull them on, then take in the full look.  It feels sexy but edgy, and still appropriate.  None of my body parts are on display, so my brother is unlikely to turn eight shades of red and tell me to cover up.

      Satisfied that at least one of the two Kolochev sisters looks appropriate for a pro-hockey event, I shoo my sister out the door, locking up before we head out to see our brother for the first time since we all returned to the United States.
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            hands off the sestry

          

          Tyler

        

      

    

    
      Stupid team events.  Stupid monkey suit.  I hate it.  I hate getting all dressed up and acting like a church boy just for the stupid press.  Fuckin’ annoying. It’s not like they haven’t heard eight ways to Sunday what we think of the lineup and how happy we are with the season and blah, blah, blah.  It makes my head hurt.

      Thank God, at least there’s a bar at this thing.  I head over and get a beer, wishing for something stronger, then beeline for my man Viktor, who stands a head taller than all the other bodies in the room.

      “Good to see you, jerkface.”  I lean in for a bro-hug.  “Can’t hang with your best friend these days?  Too good for your old pal Tyler?”

      “Do not be a baby,” Viktor growls.  “I already have one baby to care for.”

      “Do not be a Russian robot.”  I mock his accent—badly.  “I’m just fuckin’ with ya.  How’s dad life?”

      He gives a big yawn, which I pretty much figure is his answer.  But then he surprises me.

      “I very much enjoy being a father.  He is smart already.  I can tell he is thinking.”

      “Babies aren’t that smart.  Hate to tell you that.”

      “No, that is not true.”  He pouts.  “Our son is old soul.”

      “Yeah?  An old soul who shits in his pants?”

      “He does do that,” Viktor agrees.  “Very often.”

      I scratch my chin, wondering if I’m breaking out in hives as the baby talk just goes on and on.  And on.  Seriously?  I think Viktor might be fucking with me, just to make me comatose or something.  I have to hear about the time the baby pissed on him during a diaper change, and about the sticky poop he had the other day.  It’s a goddamn nightmare.

      “You know, just fucking shoot me if I ever spend this much time worrying about someone else’s shit.”

      “Is part of being a parent,” he says.

      “Is making you more boring than usual, which is saying a lot.”  I mock his accent again just to be a dick.

      “You will find someone some day and you will want to be a father,” he says.  “Mark my words.”  Oh fuck no. Not a chance.

      “Eat your words, is more like.”  I shake my head at him.  “You talkin’ about poop and puke and whatever other bodily secretions babies make is not a ringing endorsement for the virtues of parenthood, friend.  In fact, it’s so fuckin’ boring that I literally want to go jump in front of the Zamboni just to escape this torture.”

      “You cannot be a manwhore forever,” Viktor argues.

      “I sure as shit can.  I’m gonna take Viagra and be a baller till the day I die.  It’s gonna be great in a Hugh Hefner kinda way.”

      “I hope it works out for you,” Viktor says with a smirk.  I do too. That means I’ll have several blondes with enormous tits hanging off me at once without needing to know their names.

      Doesn’t get better than—holy fuck.  Who the hell is Kolochev and his wife talking to?

      They’ve got to be sisters, with perfect, supermodel faces.  High cheekbones, pouty lips, long, brown hair.  Tall.  Legs for days.  Holy public erection, Batman!  One looks like she’d probably bite my nut sack off.  She’s in a Pussy Riot tee, ripped jeans, and combat boots.  Her eyeliner is totally goth and she’s got the tips of her long hair dyed bright pink. The don’t-fuck-with-me glare is totally working for her. Total turn-on.  She probably has hairy pits and a terrible attitude, but she sure is workin’ it.  Yum.  Come to papa.

      The other smokeshow looks younger.  And a lot more demure.  Her brown eyes are wide, and her lips are full and luscious.  Ugh.  I have to adjust myself because they really are turning me on.

      I rib my friend.  “Who are those two?”

      Viktor laughs at me.  Laughs, can you believe it?  “They are hands-off.”

      “Why?”  I ask, totally confused.  “Why hands-off?”

      “They are Kolochev’s sestry.”

      “Kolochev’s what?  I don’t speak Russian, bro.”

      “Sisters,” he spits out.  “His sisters.”

      “And what?  They’re off limits, why?”

      “Are you kidding?”  Viktor stares me down.  “Georg would never let you touch them.  He is being protective as their father is protective.”

      I make a snorting noise of disapproval.  “Well, I’m gonna get right past that chastity belt, come hell or high water.  Those two are invited on my welcome wagon any time.”

      Yep, come hell or high water, I’m getting one—or preferably both—of those smokeshows into the sack.

      I think I just found my life’s mission.
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            i am leaving

          

          Zoya

        

      

    

    
      I roll my neck and blow out a big breath.  Enough of the hockey talk already.  I have had enough of telling each person I have met tonight that I may major in education or art or some combination of the two.  More than enough of the smiling and laughing while people tell me again and again what a wild man my brother was up until recently.  It is the same, always, and I just want to go back to my room to study.

      “What’s wrong?” Georg asks as Irina gets into a conversation with Pam about sexual harassment in the workplace.

      I have to roll my eyes.  “She never stops.”

      “Irina?” he asks, glancing at my sister with her crazy-ass outfit and hair before shrugging.  “She has always been loud about the things she cares about.”

      I just shrug back at him.

      “Thanks for coming tonight,” he says.  “It means a lot.  The guys were all excited to hear that you were coming to school here.”

      “Yes, I have heard that many times tonight,” I say before lowering my voice to quote all the dumb things people have said tonight.  “Here to keep your brother in line?  What a wild man that guy was.  Well, it’s a good thing you are here to keep him out of trouble.”

      “Sorry,” Georg says, reaching out to pull me into a side hug.

      “It is okay,” I reassure him.  “I knew you had a reputation.  The one reason Papa would not let us come over sooner.  Only it is just that I⁠—”

      “You didn’t realize how it would define me here?”  I hear sadness in his voice, and see regret on his face.

      “I mean, I know you have a good heart.  There is more to you than those things, yet those things are all people talk about.”

      “Well, those things are not who I am anymore,” he says, his arm still around my shoulders.  “At least, mostly.”

      I glance to look at him and see the impish smirk that I have known all my life.  The glimmer of mischief in his eyes.  One thing that has never changed about my brother is his sense of humor.  He is a practical joker and a clown.  In great contrast to me and my sister.  She is more intense.  I am more reserved.  Sometimes I wonder how the three of us could have come from the same set of parents.

      “Well, I am glad you found Pam,” I tell him.  “Mama is, as well.”

      “Ah, yes, let the grandchild lobbying effort commence.”  He grins, shaking his head.

      “Well, I would be happy to talk about grandchildren if it meant not talking about you.  Georg Kolochev, the superstar hockey player.  Hockey this.  Hockey that.  Can we please talk more about Georg because he is the bright star around which we all revolve?”

      Georg pulls his arm from my shoulders and put his hand over his heart, looking wounded.  “Ouch, mladshaya sestra.  That is just mean.”

      “Sorry, starshiy brat,” I apologize, feeling a little guilty.  Not too much, but a little.  “I am just tired.  Ready to go home to study.  Tired of talking about hockey.  May I please be excused, sir?”

      He chuckles.  “I hardly see you and all you want to do is run away.”

      “I am happy to see you anywhere other than at a place connected to your livelihood,” I offer, giving him a short, fake smile. “I would be happy to spend time with you and Pam at your new condo, and learn more about my sister-in-law.

      “I understand,” he says, reaching out to tousle my hair like he did when we were children.  Then he raises an eyebrow and gives a silly grin.  “You know I’m supposed to remind you at least once daily that Papa says you and Irina are to stay away from wild hockey players.”

      Irina, who has just wandered over to rejoin the conversation, snorts.  “I can handle myself and my own body, thank you very much.  This is the exact problem with the patriarchy.  Women are never allowed to choose for themselves.”

      Georg and I give the same exact sigh at the same exact time.  I cannot know what he is thinking, not exactly—I mean, he married a very feisty, very opinionated, very independent woman.  I know my brother is not old-fashioned about gender roles or anything.  And neither am I, for that matter.  I mostly agree with everything Irina says.  I just cannot always agree with how she says it.  Often, it is presented as a jab, meant to make everyone around her uncomfortable.  It is less of a conversation and more of an abuse.  And here, around Georg’s teammates and the Crush staff?  Is not the place for it.

      “My love?” Georg asks Pam in a syrupy-sweet voice.  “Would you mind driving the girls back for me?  Zoya needs to study.”

      “Sure,” Pam says.  “Are you ready to go now?  The car is just in the garage.”

      I start to open my mouth to affirm that I am very much ready to leave, when a tall, broad-shouldered, blond guy steps into our paths.  He holds out a hand and meets my gaze, a cocky grin on his face.

      “I’m Tyler Lockhardt.”

      I shake his hand, but say, “I am leaving.”

      He laughs.  “That’s an interesting name.  Doesn’t sound Russian, though.”

      As his suit jacket pulls up, I notice part of a tattoo.  Irina steps forward and shakes his hand, too.  “That’s Zoya, which is Russian for I have to study.  And I am Irina, which is Russian for I love your tattoo.”

      Tyler grins, a wicked, bad-boy thing that makes my stomach flip-flop.  He is trouble with a capital T, I can already tell.  My sister will chew him up and spit him out.  They will have good times together.

      He points at her and winks.  “That’s good.  Real good.”  He has a slight accent, though I do not know enough about different accents in English to know where it comes from.

      “I have been thinking about getting a tattoo,” Irina says, eager to keep his attention.  My sister has gone from stone-cold patriarchy smasher to dark predator now.  Part of my sister’s view on feminism is wrapped up in sexual freedom, so…you get the point.

      “Is that so?” he asks, cocking his head, seeming genuinely intrigued.  “By the looks of you, I’d have guessed you already had one.  Or several.”

      My sister gives him a wolf’s grin.  “Maybe you can help me with the artistic inspiration.”

      He smiles right back, all teeth, then leans in and whispers, “Maybe I can.  I’d enjoy helping you pop that cherry.”

      I was not supposed to hear that.  I would have preferred not to have heard it.  They are both laying it on thick.  No doubt, he will be her first Vegas conquest.  Well, she can have him.  He is a hockey player and I have zero interest in hockey players.

      “When did you get your first tattoo?” Irina is asking.

      “I gave it to myself,” he says with a laugh.  “I was fifteen, living in Southie.  I used a safety pin, and some of my ma’s liquid eyeliner and gave myself a shitty-lookin’ baseball on my ankle.”

      “A baseball?”  I ask, unable to control my curiosity.

      “Yeah, I mean, every kid in South Boston thinks he’s gonna play for the Red Sox at one point.  I got it fixed by a professional later who turned it into a hockey puck.  No embarrassing evidence to show you, sorry, ladies.”

      “So that is where your accent is from?” I ask. “From South Boston?”

      “Born and raised,” he says with a shrug.  To Irina, he asks, “How come you haven’t gotten one yet?”

      “My father is a bit overprotective,” she explains.

      “True story,” I add.

      “You don’t strike me as a woman who lets men—fathers or otherwise—get in the way of what she wants.”  Tyler’s eyebrows go up, a challenge.

      This will probably be it for Irina.  If she was not already planning on sleeping with this guy, she certainly is now.  They keep talking and I zone out, truly wanting to leave.  Still, even though I keep silent and never say another word, Tyler still focuses his gaze on me.  Not the whole time—no, he splits his attention between the two of us.  When his stare is focused on me, it makes my body go warm.  It makes me have a strange feeling; a feeling that makes me feel uncomfortable but also a little excited.  The second part makes me angry.  I should not think American hockey boys are cute or sexy.  We have plenty of handsome men in Russia, and yet… he is cute in a very different way to the other men here.  Rough.  Less…pretty.  His nose is crooked, like it was broken at one point—not uncommon in hockey players.

      His skin is tanned from the Las Vegas sun and his eyes are a steely blue-gray.  His hair is very blond on the top, darker blond on the bottom, cut short on the sides and in the back, longer on top.  He has it styled in a loopy pompadour right now, but I would bet it stays flat and falls in his eyes most of the time.  He does not strike me as a fancy guy who does his hair every day.

      Not that I am putting that much time into thoughts of this random hockey player.  No.

      “Lockhardt,” Georg finally interjects, back from whatever side conversation he was having.  “Get the hell away from my sisters.”

      “Oh, these are your sisters?” Tyler asks innocently, standing to full height and putting a hand over his heart.  “I had no idea.”

      “I think you knew exactly who they were, and I’ll tell you now that you will not even look at them from here on out.  Not one look.  Got it?”

      Tyler gives a smug grin.  “You’re the boss.”

      Georg lectures him anyway.  “My father gave strict instructions to keep these two behind the fence, away from the wild animals.  That includes you.  Go find someone else to fornicate with.”

      “Oh my God!”  Irina laughs at him.  “You sound like an old man.”

      Even I giggle at our brother’s outburst.  This is a man who, if the Internet is to be relied on, has probably slept with a good portion of the women in Vegas.  Happily married now, of course, but he was no altar boy before meeting Pam.  And now he sounds like someone’s grandfather, yelling at people to get off his lawn.

      Boy, how times (and brothers) can change.  Pam and I make eye contact, and we both burst out laughing.  My poor brother.  An old man at thirty years.
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