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        They call me The Ice Dragon but it’s really just all for show.

        Boris Drăghici, VEGAS CRUSH

      

      

      

      The Ice Dragon was traded to Las Vegas for one reason and one reason only.

      

      To bring the Crush another Cup Championship.

      

      But off the ice, there’s something not right with my money.

      

      My financial managers in Russia are probably stealing from me.

      

      So I really need the expert eye of a pro to investigate what's going on.

      

      My money being stolen is problem number one.

      

      Having the hots for the genius finance-goddess I just hired to help me out of problem number one?

      

      That's my problem number two.

      

      It’s very pucking hard to keep things professional when the girl of my dreams—the girl who may be the ONE—is saying "no" to crossing the blue line with me.

      

      I guess this means the Ice Dragon will just have to keep fighting until Talia Wentworth understands that I want her for so much more than simply managing my puck money.

    

  


  
    
      For those who are,

      and always will be…

      VEGAS STRONG.
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            enter the ice dragon

          

          Boris

        

      

    

    
      Saving a terrified mother and her screaming child from disaster in the Las Vegas Airport baggage claim wasn’t on my to-do list today. But what else do you do when a woman is fighting to keep her stroller from crashing down the escalator, her child screaming bloody murder as I head down to the baggage claim. Potentially a straight-out disaster in the making, I feel bad for both of them.  I steady the stroller when it tilts to the next step as she pulls her crying toddler into her arms.  Once we’re on solid ground, she gives me an apologetic smile, a soft, “Thanks,” and rushes the whole mess into the nearest restroom.

      Disoriented, I look around and find the amiable smile of my agent, Scott Rose, where he stands with a few other guys. Everyone holds a sign with a name on it, apart from Scott. I point to the signs. “No ‘Welcome Ice Dragon’ sign?”

      “Sorry, bro.”  He grins and gives me a friendly slap on the back. “How was your flight? I see you started do-gooding right off the bat. That’s nice what you did for that lady.”

      “Is do-gooding a real word?  My English is pretty strong but that is a new one for me.”

      “Come on, let’s go grab your bags, do-gooder.”

      Bags in tow, my agent leads me out into the hot Las Vegas sun. We cross four lanes of traffic and head to the short-term parking, where Scott’s Mercedes SUV is parked. It’s shiny and white and very, very clean. Kind of like Scott, I suppose. He’s slick as all get-out in his suit, no tie, and I feel a bit underdressed in jeans and a button-down as I climb in. I will say I’m glad I am not in a suit, though, because I’d be sweating like crazy. Apparently, Scott Rose does not sweat.

      “I’ll get the air going,” Scott says as he starts the engine. “It’s hot as dragon’s breath out here today.”

      “Hotter than Austin,” I comment. “How is that possible? It must be ten degrees hotter here and Austin is further south.”

      “One of life’s great mysteries, the weather. I think hockey players are somewhat more sensitive to the heat, though, since they’re on the ice all the time.”

      “Perhaps that is true.”

      “You excited about moving to Sin City?”

      I nod. “It is more the team that excites me. I like what I have seen from the lineup.”

      “A city full of gorgeous women, plentiful liquor, and endless nightlife, and your head is already on the game. I knew there was a reason I took you on. I wish I had ten of you on my client list.  Easy peasy.”

      “I am a boring guy,” I say with a shrug.

      “Not on the ice, though.  There’s a reason they call you the Ice Dragon. You’re one of a very short list of the NHL’s best forwards. Play you with Evan and Mikhail on wings, Georg and Viktor on defense, damn. Can’t wait to see what you all can do out there, and I don’t care what the rabble-rousers are saying online. Evan and Georg are still among the best on the ice.”

      “People are saying otherwise about them online?” I press.

      “Bah,” Scott grunts, waving off the question. “Fall from grace, lucky championship season, aging players. You know, same old garbage, different day. Some even say they’ve gone soft since settling down. Frankly, I’m glad Georg isn’t dead from liver failure. I’ll take a sober, serious, and much less reckless Georg any day.”

      “He was a wild man,” I agree. “Hey, thanks for your help with the contract negotiations.”

      “That’s my job, buddy.  You ready for the big pressure, though? You’re here to make sure those yahoos stay on their top game. To add to the good mojo. Max Terry wants that cup again. Wants to prove it’s not just a fluke out here.”

      “Big pressure comes with big paychecks,” I answer, watching the Strip come into view. There are so many people. It’s still midday, so I’m sure I’m not getting the full view of the famous area with its lights and fountains. But I get an idea, just from the masses of people, tourists with cameras, taking selfies with their phones, carrying shopping bags.

      “Quite the place, huh?” Scott gives me a look. “You’ve never been out on the Strip before?”

      “Not really.  I didn’t go out exploring the times we came in to play the Crush.”

      “Well, this city is a distraction. Be careful not to let it shift your focus. Just ask Georg how easy it is.”

      “Georg could be distracted by a paper bag.”  I’m not lying.  Georg has always been that way.  He and I are distant cousins, so I have many memories from when we were kids.  Well, his father and my mother are cousins, somehow way back in the bloodlines.  It’s complicated in the way that families are complicated with marriages and divorces and babies, and the rest of what comes with that.  We saw each other at family gatherings, and hockey events too, but a lot more after my mother moved us back to her native Saint Petersburg.

      “If there was a liquor bottle in it,” Scott says.

      “True,” I say, nodding. “He’s clean this past year though, I heard. Right?”

      Scott bobs his head in affirmation. “Clean. Married. Focused. I took him on once I saw how good he could be when he wasn’t dicking around.”

      “I am excited to play with him again. It’s been a while since we’ve been on the ice together, but what I’m really looking forward to is playing with him on the same team.”

      “He had raw talent then. He’s really grown into it now. It’s much more powerful. Very exciting to watch.”

      “I remember from the playoffs,” I say with a nod. “He was a surprise on the ice.”

      “To us all, buddy,” Scott agrees. “To us all.”

      We pull into a garage system that looks attached to a hotel, dropping the vehicle with a valet who asks for a selfie and tells me how awesome it is that I’ve come to play here. We walk out into the hot sun, traveling on foot for a block before heading into the arena where I will play very soon.

      Inside the owner’s suite, Max Terry and I shake hands and then he tells me basically everything Scott just said on the way from the airport. He wants another chance at the cup, and he thinks this is the lineup to make it happen.  And I can’t deny that he’s right.  On paper, at least.

      He hands me an envelope, which he describes as a “Welcome letter,” and I find myself frowning at the inoffensive piece of paper for long enough that I realize it probably sends the wrong message, so I fold it, shove it in my back pocket, and force a smile to make sure no one gets the wrong impression.

      Too late, though, as Max asks, “Are you unhappy with this trade, Boris?”

      I shake my head rapidly. “No, not at all.”

      “Your contract was satisfactory, I assume? I mean, you signed it,” he says. “I assumed this acquisition was a good one for us and for you. The numbers we put up were quite generous.”

      “No, I apologize,” I say quickly. “Everything is in order on all fronts. I think I’m just a bit jet-lagged from the early morning flight.”

      “Ah, good.” The handsome, well-dressed, silver-haired owner claps his hands once. “This is a tremendous acquisition for our team. We want to make sure you come in with good feelings. Get off on the right foot.”

      “Both feet are here in Las Vegas and I feel good,” I assure him. “I just want to play hockey, sir.”
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            a total rebuild

          

          Talia

        

      

    

    
      I have about fourteen boxes of paperwork to fit into three drawers of a file cabinet. It’s actually surprising how much business my boss, Harold Shaw, managed here in Vegas, even from his home base in San Francisco. He sent me here with the historical files, even for clients we no longer manage. Now I have this monumental logistics issue to figure out.

      Maybe someday I’ll convince him we need another person here, just an administrative assistant to help digitize the files, answer the phones, manage the calendars. Good thing I can do all of that too—otherwise, I’d be tearing my hair out right now.

      I mean, I guess it makes sense that a financial advisor would be somewhat organized, right? It would be weird if I was really good at analyzing market performance and investment strategy but unable to figure out how to organize a few files.

      When Harold offered me the opportunity to rebuild Baseline Investments here in Vegas, I jumped on it in a heartbeat.  He once had a respectable market share here among the sports and entertainment professionals, but he has many high-profile clients in San Francisco now and he can’t get down here as often. Some of his clients have moved to other markets and are handled by other members of the team. He realized this was an untapped market, ready for someone hungry to come in and build it back up.

      I mean, I know it was a favor, too. This opportunity spared me the need to dig a hole and jump inside. He’s been supportive and discreet, but it’s never a good thing when your boss realizes you’ve been sleeping with a client. A very rich, very married, very important client.

      I can’t stomach seeing the guy and Harold can’t stomach losing me from the team, so this is our compromise.

      This office is a box. It’s probably ten feet wide by seventeen feet long with one window to the outside world and a tiny, attached bathroom. It’s nothing special, and I know it’s temporary, only until I can get enough clientele booked to justify a better space, but still. It’s kind of a hole. Well, I guess I did jump in a hole after all, now, didn’t I?

      A hole you dug for yourself, one shovelful at a time.

      I push my glasses up and gaze out at the street below. It’s busy with what I presume is a wide mix of tourists and locals. My office is not quite on the Strip, thankfully, but it’s close enough, and there is a row of restaurants just outside my office doors. I found an apartment within a safe walking distance, though I bought pepper spray and a set of knuckledusters that both hang on my key ring just in case.

      My first client of the day comes wandering in as I’m staring outside. The sound of the bells on the door make me jump to attention. I smooth my skirt and toss my long hair behind my shoulders as I reach out to shake his hand.

      “Imari,” I say, “good to see you again.”

      “Thought I might not see you again after I moved here. Good news for me, you got traded, too.”

      I grin. Imari is tall and lean, a forward who played for Golden State until he broke his leg. He started coaching for the Dons in San Francisco and came to us for money management advice. Namely, he wasn’t making as much as an offensive coach as he’d been making as a pro player, and he needed to figure out how to better protect what he had. Now he’s head coach at UNLV and feeling much more comfortable with his salary.

      “Sorry for the mess.” I look around and realize I don’t have a chair to offer him, so I move two boxes to the floor to open up one of the guest chairs before heading around to my office chair to pull out his files.

      “Why no assistant?  This place is like a little, tiny prison. You get promoted or put in prison, Talia?”

      I laugh. Probably too loud because I’m socially awkward like that. And he kind of hit the nail on the head. It’s both a chance to build my client list and serve a good strong dose of career-purgatory as punishment for doing something very, very stupid.

      “Maybe both?” I answer, cringe-smiling. Ever done that? Smile and cringe at the same time? It mostly looks like you’re passing gas. Not pretty. I school my face to what I hope is neutral and add, “Harold wants me to get a few new clients before he’ll spring for extra help. A few more than that and I may be able to get new digs. So please go out and say nice things about me to people who need an awesome financial advisor.  Baby wants a new office chair.”

      “I’ve already done that, girl.  Expect a few calls in the next week, for sure.”

      “Yay. You’re the best.”  I offer a fistbump, which he reciprocates.  “Speaking of…how’s your better half?”

      “Shai’s good,” he says. “And the girls are growing up fast. They’re having their seventh birthday party in a month and they literally won’t stop talking about it.  You should come if you’re into that sort of thing.”

      Imari has twin girls with his wife, Shai. They are such a nice family; I just adore them. Which is why I spend an awful lot of time analyzing and adjusting his portfolio. He got a bum, random deal when it came to that injury. He was expecting to be able to play for at least ten more years and losing that time meant he had to face some unexpected realities when it came to his long-term financial plans.

      “Seven-year-old birthday parties are my jam, so you can count me in.  I’m reserving my own personal jumping session in the bouncy castle right now, so tell Shai.”

      “On it.” He laughs at my ridiculousness and taps something into his phone.  “Done.”

      “Well, then, I’ll be on the lookout for my invitation.  You’ll be pleased to hear I have good news that I can’t wait to share with you.” I veer us back on track to the purpose of this visit.

      As we go over his financial statements, I show him a recent change-up I made to his investment portfolio, pointing out various line items of note. “The market is super volatile right now, so I wanted to make sure that the bulk of your money was as bulletproof as possible. So, I moved these assets over here, but then put a chunk that was languishing in mediocre-town and threw it into these hot stocks. I watched and when they went high, I sold and then reinvested in a medium-risk mix. The value was instantly higher and should now have medium growth, with little chance of getting hit hard by market unpredictability.”

      “Wow, Talia, you’re a genius.  I didn’t know portfolio advisors could be so nimble. What a great strategy.”

      “Well, I aim to please. And remember, I had you sign off so I could have that level of flexibility in decision-making. Other advisors could do it, but it would mean monitoring accounts individually on a day-to-day basis and most don’t want to do that much work.”

      “What do people pay them for, then?”

      I shrug. “The investment process is pretty complicated, and it does take an expert to make discerning choices at the right moment. Most good advisors can get great results without this level of service. I just like to play with the puzzle pieces when I can, when I’m feeling confident of a sure bet. Maybe there will come a day when I can’t do this level of hyper-focus on accounts, but for now, I have the time and interest. Especially for my favorite clients.”  I give him a playful wink.

      He presents his knuckles for a second fistbump as we finish up his review. Once we’re done, I walk him to the door. He gives me a side-hug, made awkward by the fact that he’s like a foot taller than I am, before heading out into the afternoon sun.  And I smile.  Looks like I’ll have at least two friends in Las Vegas, after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I don’t have other client appointments today, so I hunker down in front of my computer to watch how the markets finish, then make some notes on a few clients’ accounts I want to change up. Before I know it, it’s past nine and my stomach reminds me I’ve missed dinner. Again.

      After locking up, I make the short walk to my apartment. I was lucky to find something affordable, with a doorman and security system, right within actual walking distance of the office. I like living among the hustle and bustle of the high-traffic area just off the Strip. It makes me feel like I’m part of something and feeling part of something is enough for me, since I’m an introvert by nature.

      Inside my small studio apartment, I hear the tinkle of my cat’s little collar bell as she runs toward me, welcoming me home.

      “Good evening, Miss LuLu,” I say, picking her up. She rubs against my face and purrs before squirming away and running toward the kitchen area. “I’m sorry I’m late. You must be starving.”

      I get LuLu fed, then heat up another culinary delight from my freezer (chicken enchiladas suizas) and make a cup of tea before settling on my blue velvet chaise with a book. My apartment is exactly two and a half rooms—the studio living space, a bathroom, and a tiny kitchenette space separated from the main living area by a small buffet bar and two stools. I’ve got a chaise lounge, one of my handmade chenille blankets (hand knit by moi), and two full bookcases.  It works for me.

      I start reading the John le Carré thriller my dad gave me for Christmas in between bites of enchilada, the heavy hardback tome awkward to manage with LuLu and my dinner plate in my lap.  But I have some serious experience doing the cat/book juggle—which becomes a lot easier once the dinner is eaten—and settle in to read some more.  I keep nodding off, but I don’t stop to force myself into my bed or anything sensible like that.

      No, I just keep on reading, or attempting to.

      Eventually, I fall asleep on the chaise with LuLu and my open book on my chest…with my glasses still on my face.

      Again.

      At least my life’s predictable.
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            something in the water

          

          Boris

        

      

    

    
      “It’s so good to see you, moya kuzina,” Georg says as he spots me on the bench press. “And good to see that your summer of leisure didn’t diminish your gym routine.”

      I laugh at this and shake my head before grabbing the weighted bar and pressing it to my chest, working through ten reps before setting it back on the rack. “I know. I look good. You look as scrawny as ever, though,” I joke back.

      Georg flexes his bicep and says, “Scrawny? No, lean and fit and sexy, so says my woman.”

      “I’m sure she loves being called that,” I say, still laughing. “American women love being treated as if they are items to be owned, I hear.”

      “You hear?  You mean you haven’t had an American woman?”

      “I am not a monk, Georg, as you are well aware.”  And it’s time to change the subject.  “Why is the gym so empty today?”

      “Some summer commitments are not yet finished. Russian league just finished. Pam and I got back three days ago but some stay for time with family,” Georg says as I pull another set. “Practice starts in one week. They will wait until the last minute to return.”

      “It was like that in Austin, though many came back a few days early to party.”

      Georg grins and wiggles his eyebrows. “Partying happens all season long here.”

      “Not for you anymore, I hear.”

      “That is true. Why didn’t you go back home for summer league?” he asks.

      I finish my last set on the bench and sit up. Georg adjusts the weight so he can do his sets. I rib him for switching to a lighter weight and he says he’s sure he can lift heavier but why bother when there is no one important around to see it?

      Shaking my head, I answer his question about summer. “I had a mild concussion at the end of the season and was advised not to play summer league.” I pause momentarily, curious why Georg didn’t know about my injury.  Too busy with his American woman is my guess.  “So, I stayed in Austin and ran an ice hockey camp for kids instead.”

      “You ran a camp?”

      “Yes. I really enjoyed it.”

      “Ick. Kids. Who would want to be around kids all day every day like that?”

      “You don’t like children?”

      “They’re okay at a distance, I suppose.”

      “What about your woman? Doesn’t she want to have kids?”

      “Now who’s being sexist?” Georg asks, laughing. “No, not anytime soon. She says I’m barely an adult myself and she doesn’t need anyone else to take care of in her life right now.”

      “Ouch.”

      “It is the cold truth, my brother.  I hope I never knock her up. I’d be a terrible role model.”

      My cousin is so jovial about this whole conversation that I feel certain this is not a bone of contention between Georg and his wife, Pam. It’s great that he found someone who is a good fit.

      “You know,” Georg says in between his sets. “You should be careful here. I think there is something in the water. Evan met his wife here and they have a couple of kids. I met Pam here. And now even that govnyuk, Viktor, found someone to fall in love with him here. They have a baby on the way, as well.”

      “She must be a saint, his wife.”

      “Oh, they are not yet married,” Georg gossips. “He knocked her up before they could plan the wedding.  Scarlett says he passed out cold when she told him.  She also works for the Crush in the PR department, doing social media mostly so you’ll meet her soon.  Pam and Scarlett are close, so we hang out as couples sometimes, but Viktor is still very much the Mad Russian fucker we all love to hate on the ice.  Now that we are all on the same team, he is much more tolerable thanks to his little family, if you know what I mean.”

      I can’t help but smile at the thought of big Viktor Demoskev fainting when he found out he was to be a father. It even elicits a slight chuckle as we switch to the cable machine for leg lifts. Georg grabs his water jug—yes, a giant jug of water, not just a normal-sized bottle—and holds it up before taking a chug. “I only bring my own water from home, now. Taking no chances on this baby-making issue.”

      “I would not mind being a father,” I say as I adjust the Velcro ankle strap and check the weights. “If I found the right woman, that is.”

      “Well, there are plenty of women in this town willing to plead their case to a successful athlete.”

      I make a noise of distaste. “I am not interested in women like that.”

      “No?”

      “You know me,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Random women who just want to score an NHL player for the night will never appeal to me.”

      “Oh yes, I forgot you’re a serial dater and boring as hell.”

      “Meh.” I give a shrug. “So what if I’m boring?”  He’s not wrong.  I am a serial dater.  One woman at a time, even though I’ve been single for more than a year.  I’ve had a few relationships over the years that were casual, but I’m finished with the one-night hookups that used to tempt me.  Lately, those have been few and far between.  The jersey chasers were always just so terribly fake—and still are, for that matter.  Whenever I do take a woman to bed, I like to pick someone who doesn’t follow hockey, who won’t come looking for me later.  I’ve been careful and kept my personal life private over the years.  What happens behind my bedroom door is nobody’s business.  Playing the “I’m a boring guy” card has worked pretty well for me keeping my private life running smoothly under the radar.  And that’s just the way I like it.

      “I think you might be a closet romantic,” Georg says shaking his head at me.  “There are so many fish in the sea.  So many tasty, tasty fish for a single guy who looks like you.”

      “Do you regret settling down?” I divert the topic back to him once again.

      “No, not at all.  Pam is perfect for me.  I think I knew it the first night we met.”

      “Now who is the romantic?”

      “For her, I totally am.”

      “Well, then you understand what I am looking for. I don’t need many women.  I need the right woman.  I just need one. And I will find her eventually.  I can be patient.”

      “Finding the right woman can be life-changing,” Georg admits.  We finish up our workouts as he peers up at the clock.  “Speaking of which, I’m supposed to meet Pam for lunch soon.”

      Georg leaves me shaking my head in disbelief as he takes off for the showers.  It’s hard to believe that any woman could have had such an effect on Georg Kolochev.  He was truly wild when we were together in Sochi for the Olympics.  Drunken, sex-crazed, and one hundred percent wild.  His wild lifestyle mirrored his wild style of play on the ice.  I was certain he would burn out early, yet here he is, thriving, married, and sober.  Or maybe, he was sober, married, and thriving.

      I stick around the gym to finish off with jump rope and box jumps before finally grabbing a quick shower and my bag to wander out into the searing hot Vegas afternoon.  I will have to get used to the desert heat of living here full time.  I’m thankful my apartment is only a few blocks from the practice arena so I can walk there in just minutes.  The arena on the Strip where we play our games is about two miles from where I’ll be living so I can just order an Uber to games if I don’t want to do the longer walk in the heat wearing a suit.  Which honestly doesn’t sound too great.

      But it does mean I don’t need a car immediately, which is good since I sold mine when I got the trade from Austin.  I had to have a car there, because everything was spaced out far and wide in the Texas landscape.  The Comets arena and the practice facility were many miles apart.  Neither were in the downtown area of Austin where I lived, but here in Vegas, everything is quite close, so I can manage on foot, at least for now.  I’ll probably have to get a car eventually when I find a more permanent place to settle.  Scott told me that most of the players own homes in Summerlin, a town about fifteen miles outside of Vegas, where the environment is that of a regular family community, totally opposite of the hopping nightlife Las Vegas is famous for.  I’ll have to check that area out whenever I’m ready to look for a permanent home to buy.  It’s going to have to be somewhere much quieter than the Las Vegas Strip, that’s for damn sure.
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      My apartment here is just a one-bedroom place that Scott helped me get into temporarily, smaller than my place in Austin, and nothing special.  Despite my fat contract with the Crush, I’m just not doing as well financially as I could be.  I mean, I haven’t gotten a paycheck on my new contract yet, so that’s part of it, but I had a decent deal in Austin and I’m not a baller by nature.  My life is simple, and I don’t spend money frivolously.  I haven’t taken enough interest in what my fund manager has been doing, or what he’s invested in, but as I’ve looked over my most recent financial statements, I don’t feel my investments are performing as they should be.  If I’m reading them correctly that is.

      And that’s the problem. I have trouble deciphering numbers.  Words too, but numbers are worse.  The figures on the page might as well be hieroglyphics, the way they jump around and blur on the page in front of me.  Basically, I can’t interpret the annual statements.  My fund manager is in Russia.  With a little pit of anxiety welling in my stomach, I look at the clock.  They are eleven hours ahead, so it’s about midnight there.  They’re probably asleep.  They’ve managed my money since I was much younger and I’m still not doing as well as I should be, so maybe it’s time to have an American advisor take a look.

      I call Scott and explain I’m not the best at deciphering investments and strategy, and that my new contract is big enough but I’m concerned about it not being invested well with my current portfolio manager.

      “Do you know anyone who could take a look at things for me?” I ask.

      “Actually, yes, I know just the person for you to see.  I’ll shoot you a text.”
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      “How’s the weather in Los Angeles today?” I ask my client by phone. And then a second time, since he’s elderly and hard of hearing. “I said, how’s the weather out there today?”

      “Oh, just fine, just fine,” he says. “Praying for rain as usual.  You?  You’re where now?”

      “Las Vegas.  Harold moved me to build the sports business here.”

      “Sports, shorts,” Mr. Riddle says.  “Live fast, die young when it comes to longevity.  Making money in sports is no good long-term strategy.  You know what’s been a good long-term strategy for me?”

      “If I had to guess, I’d say you did pretty well in utilities and energy.”

      “Utilities and energy,” he says, as if I didn’t just say that exact thing.

      “Right, you’ve done very well there, that’s for sure.  Hey, Mr. Riddle, do you like the package I drew up for this next wave of investments?”

      The little bell on my office door rings as it opens. I’m not expecting anyone, so I don’t look up right away, figuring it’s just a delivery person.  However, when I do look up, I’m slightly taken aback. Enough so that I lose what I was about to say to Mr. Riddle, who is still babbling on about utilities and energy.  I manage a fund⁠—

      “Can I call you back, Mr. Riddle?” He agrees, so I hang up, desperately trying to remember if I got that lunch lettuce out of my teeth from earlier.

      The man in front of me?

      Hulking.  Huge.  And not terrible on the eyes.  He’s got short, dark hair and a sexy five o’clock shadow. He’s in jeans and a T-shirt—a T-shirt that’s clearly been well-loved as it clings to his muscular frame, filling out his bicep region quite magnificently.  An impressive, colorful tattoo snakes down one arm.  It might even be a snake.  Or a dragon maybe?

      I’m not going to lie—I find him very, very attractive.

      Yes.  I.  Do.

      Which is very bad, because I promised myself, I wouldn’t do this again.  I would not think sexy thoughts about clients ever again after what happened in San Francisco.

      He bites his bottom lip like he’s nervous or shy or something and I realize I’ve been ogling him for like a minute now.  Unprofessional much?

      Not a good start.

      “Hi.”  I clear my throat.  “Sorry.  I wasn’t expecting anyone today.”

      “Should I come back?”

      Oh good Lord, he’s got a super sexy accent.  Okay, take a deep breath and get your shit together.  He’s probably not a client, and just here to deliver something.

      “No,” I say, managing to get out of my chair. “How can I help you?”

      “Scott Rose said Harold said to come here.”

      “Oh. Oh, okay.” Scrambling around the desk, I move the box that once again occupies my lone guest chair.  After the box is on the floor, I gesture that he should sit.  He looks at the chair, then at me, as if he’s unsure he’s in the right place.  Honestly, I get that a lot with new clients.  I look too young and they think I can’t possibly be the person who will help them with their sizable fortunes, especially if they’ve already met Harold, who is the quintessential slick finance guy.

      I run my hands over my crisp, white shirt and black pencil skirt and push my glasses up on my nose before holding out my hand.  “I’m Talia.”

      “Boris Drăghici.”  Gods, his voice is sexy. “I’m looking for Nathaniel Wentworth.”

      A tiny laugh escapes my throat and Boris looks confused. “It’s Natalia,” I say. “That’s me. I’m Natalia Wentworth.”

      Boris’s look of confusion settles further onto his handsome face.  “I thought you said your name was Talia?”

      Tah-lee-ah.  The way he says it, stretching out the syllables is really quite lovely.

      “Natalia,” I say, my voice stupidly breathless.  “Talia for short.  I promise you I’m the one you’re looking for.”

      He meets my gaze, and for just a moment, there’s almost surprise in his eyes.  Surprise that disappears as he pulls his top lip through his teeth and looks away, his cheeks turning slightly pink.  It’s disarming; he seems genuinely shy.  And don’t forget hot.  So very insanely hot.

      “Have a seat?”  I gesture again to the lone chair.

      His name sounds so familiar, but I can’t place it.  I blame his good looks.  They have scrambled my normally high-functioning brain.  He obliges and I return to the other side of my desk, thankful to sit back down, thankful to hopefully talk numbers, a subject that will return me to an intelligent and functioning frame of mind.

      “You seem young for a financial planner,” Boris comments.  He looks around the very boring office space.  Beige walls.  Brown tile floor.  No art.  Unpacked boxes scattered about.  A half-eaten sandwich on top of the file cabinet.  No doubt it’s not only my age that’s causing him to doubt my ability.

      “I’m twenty-three, which is young by most standards.  However, I graduated high school at sixteen and college at nineteen.  Harold hired me as an apprentice right out of school and I’ve had my own portfolio of clients since I was twenty.  I promise I know what I’m doing.”

      “I am…intimidated,” he says with a half-smile. “Perhaps you are too smart to talk to me.”

      “No, never,” I answer, smiling back. “What can I help you with?”

      Boris sighs. “I just moved here from Austin, and⁠—“

      “Hockey!” I exclaim.  Boris tilts his head in question.  “I’m sorry.  I was trying to figure out why your name sounded familiar.  You’re a hockey player.  Right?”

      “Yes, I played for Austin and was traded to the Crush.  I have an investment guy in Russia, but I am concerned my investments are not being well-managed.  I have a larger contract here and I want to protect it, make sure it’s working for me.”

      “Do you have many expenses, Boris?  Do you need a lot of it to be easily liquidated?”

      “No, not at all.  I am living very simply at the moment.  I just want to protect what I have.  And also, for the longer term.  We can never be certain how long a career in the NHL is going to last.  It could be over tomorrow with a bad injury and I’ve been at this for a while now.  I really hope to finish out my playing career with this team.”

      “Okay, well, you’re in the right place.”  I smile at him encouragingly.  “Do you have any of your current investment paperwork with you?”

      He shakes his head. “I wasn’t sure what you would need and thought I’d just stop in to talk for a moment.  Everything is at my apartment.  Can I get my papers and take you to dinner to talk about it?”

      Not what I was expecting.

      A dinner invite from a potential client.

      A smoking hot potential client, I might add.

      Shit.

      I can’t accept his invitation.  Can I?

      Did I mention he’s fantastically beautiful and he needs my help?
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            very perky indeed

          

          Boris

        

      

    

    
      Shit.  Talia’s mouth is hanging open in surprise.  I wonder if she thinks I’m being inappropriate.

      “I hope I have not offended you,” I say quickly, trying to smooth things over.  “I don’t cook, and I just moved here.  I thought maybe we could eat and talk because I skipped lunch today, and I don’t really know the city yet…I feel kind of dumb eating by myself.”

      I must sound like such an idiot, babbling on like this to her.  Govnyuk.

      Talia blinks and then says, “I’m not at all offended, Boris.  I’m also new to Las Vegas.  I haven’t figured out the single-appropriate restaurants yet, either.”

      “Oh, yes.  Good.”

      She checks her watch and says, “I have a few calls to make, but if you come back at seven, we can walk somewhere nearby.  Bring your statements.”

      I rise from the chair and hold out a hand, which she shakes before turning back to the computer, peering through her thick, dark frames, and picking up the phone.  I guess that means this meeting is over for the moment, so I thank her and head for the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On my walk home, I think about this Talia Wentworth.  First, Scott definitely wrote Nathaniel, right?   Or did I read his text wrong and just assume it would be a man?  Maybe it autocorrected to Nathaniel when he typed Natalia.  It wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened.  But she’s so young, just twenty-three.  How can someone so young be representing the many millions of dollars that athletes make each year?  She seems competent, though, and certainly seemed to know what she was talking about.  Still, this is a big contract and I’m worried my personal investments are falling way behind where they should be.  I really need someone who is a pro at this, so I call Scott back.

      “Hey, man, I hate to bother you again, but you said Nathaniel Wentworth, right?”

      “No, sir. Natalia.  She’s female,” he answers.

      “Did you know she’s only twenty-three?”

      “I know she’s young, Boris, but I promise she’s a top dog.  Harold swears by her, calls her a genius.  She comes highly recommended.  Don’t sweat it.”

      “Okay, then.  She seems smart⁠—“

      “She is.  Just give her a shot.”

      I thank him and hang up, then decide a shower is probably in order.  I change into a green Polo dress shirt, rolling the sleeves up to my forearms, dark jeans, and a pair of soft leather loafers.  I don’t pay a ton of attention to fashion, but I think I look presentable.  I gather my financial papers and shove them in a folder and then head back out to walk the few blocks to her office again.

      She’s on a call when I get there; talking a mile a minute about how the market is very volatile right now.  “I don’t know of any sure bets in the stock market right now, sir, but I agree this one seems solid for the long term,” she’s saying.  She looks up and holds up a finger to let me know she’ll be a minute.  I wander to the window and look out at the setting sun to the west.  Right at my feet are open file boxes.  I see names of several pro athletes.  Like, names you’d see in the news all the time.  Very famous current athletes and ex-athletes.  Scott wasn’t kidding; if this young woman is working with these clients, then she really must be a financial whiz.

      She finishes her call and I turn around, just in time to see her stand and knock a cup of coffee all over her white blouse.

      “Shit!”  She grabs a wadded-up napkin and tries to dab at it, to no use.  “Well, at least it wasn’t hot,” she says annoyed.

      “Do you have another shirt?” I ask.

      “Do I have another shirt,” she repeats, more to herself than to me.  Then she smiles brightly and says, “Why yes, I do,” as she comes out from behind the desk to root around in the box by my feet.

      It’s such a tiny office.  Just barely room for her desk and chairs and a filing cabinet.  Adding several unpacked boxes just makes it feel even smaller.  And now she tells me to turn around so she can change her shirt.  She’s not a foot away from me and she’s pulling off her white blouse right behind me.  I don’t know what to think.  She’s clearly oblivious to the danger this could pose to her if she were ever alone with the wrong person.  I look out the window, but I can still see her reflection in it, now in nothing but a white, lace bra.

      And surprise, surprise.  I’m not dropping my eyes.  I’m going to have a good look at what she’s showing because, well, guy here.  Like I told Georg the other day, I’m not a monk.

      Her breasts are on the small side, but what they lack in size is made up for in perkiness.  Her long legs are topped by a tiny waist that I could probably span with my hands.  I thought she was just a numbers nerd with her big glasses and quick mind, but Talia is a lovely package.  She’s pretty and smart.  Also, really fucking sexy with those perky tits that have grabbed my attention and won’t let go.  I don’t know why I didn’t notice how attractive she was when I met her earlier.

      Hold up just a minute.

      I should not be thinking about her this way if she is to be my financial advisor.  This is a professional relationship.

      “There,” she says.  That must be my cue to turn around.  When I do, she asks, “Better?”

      She has changed into a white T-shirt.  It’s got a V-neck and slim line that tucks nicely into her black skirt.  It’s barely different from what she had on before, just slightly more casual.  I feel my face settle into a slight grin.  Suddenly, all I can think about are those perky tits of hers and what they would look like without the damn shirt.  I mentally kick myself back to a more appropriate line of thinking.  She could be the answer to why I’ve felt something isn’t adding up with my savings and investments.  Perhaps literally.  I can’t come off as some horny weirdo.

      “What kind of food are you in the mood for, Talia?”

      Hopefully, it’s not shrimp.
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