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      Sasha Loblaw listened to his superior speak and imagined squeezing the life out of him, delighting as the ambassador gasped for air and clawed at the fingers wrapped around his neck, rejoicing as his face turned increasingly purple and his eyes bulged, celebrating when he went limp and his body excreted waste on the one million ruble Persian carpet and filled the rarified air of the ambassador’s extravagant personal sitting room with the commonly foul stench of death.

      In death, no one escaped physiological side effects. Not even the obscenely wealthy.

      He continued with his fantasy. Just in case he was only mostly dead, Sasha would snap the man’s neck in a gesture of joyous overkill. Then Sasha would be free.

      He could physically do it right now. His fingers burned with the buzz to utilize the skills he’d been trained to use since he was a teen. But that would mess up his plans.

      Instead, he listened to his boss drone on.

      Boris Dubov, the Russian Ambassador to the United States, was dressed impeccably in a custom-tailored suit that fit perfectly. He projected an air of money and power as he poured zavarka from the nineteenth-century, silver Nicholls & Plincke teapot, rather than a traditional samovar. He had a smooth smile and a soft handshake, his demeanor benign. One might assume he was harmless.

      They would be wrong.

      Sasha wore custom tailored suits designed to be slightly too big for his frame. His barely leashed raw physical power was nothing less than brutish. No one would believe he was a good guy.

      They would be right.

      He finally tuned back into what his boss was speaking about.

      “You’re going to stay in the United States while I return to Moskva.” The ambassador displayed an arrogance that bordered on insolent. The man had never treated him as an equal, but today there was a measure of disrespect that set Sasha’s finely honed instincts humming.

      Had he ever noticed how arrogant the man was before now? Of course he had. But he’d chalked it up to the man’s pedigree and position, and Sasha’s own penchant for obediently following orders and ignoring the condescending attitude. It was not his place to question the delivery or the orders. It was strictly his place to comply.

      Sasha tightened his muscles, hiding the rage bubbling inside him, growing stronger and more significant with the ambassador’s indifferent disregard for Sasha’s feelings. As if he were an animal or a lesser being because of his position. His chest pulsed with an incandescent throb. He held that fury inside and kept his face impassive.

      However, he was curious. “Why?”

      Why limit his access to Moscow now? Why keep him from returning to Russia? Was it a ploy to keep him in the United States?

      It didn’t really matter. He had no one to go home to. His mama had died six months ago. He’d been denied the chance to see her before she passed from a rare form of cancer.

      “We have a traitor.”

      Sasha’s heart stopped.

      “Someone is feeding the Americans intelligence.” The ambassador sipped the tea with a prissy affected demeanor, one pinky lifted. He’d given in to his need for a dramatic pause.

      Sasha waited for him to finish. He knew the ambassador’s foibles and he couldn’t maintain his silence long.

      Sasha had worked for Dubov for fifteen years. Done his dirty work, protected his ass, even taken a bullet for him once. But they were not friends.

      Assassins didn’t have friends. Bullies, enforcers, didn’t have friends. They had comrades and bosses. Attachments were not allowed. Connections, to the mafia or to local government officials, that could be utilized were encouraged, but anything else was considered an indulgence and a liability. Sasha had taken that to heart, and he had had no one, except his mother.

      He had been the most loyal, the most obedient soldier. He always followed orders, always did what was expected of him. He’d understood at an early age that his only way out of devastating poverty, the only way to rise into the noble class, to rise above his station, was to work for the FSB. To become their puppet. To subjugate his softer, more sensitive side in the name of defending and protecting Mother Russia.

      And he’d done it.

      To protect his own mother.

      He’d become the brutal enforcer and assassin they had demanded he be. He’d protected his mother, given her a life of not outright luxury, but one of comfort and ease.

      “Our leader wants you to suss out the traitor.”

      They didn’t know what they asked. Or did they?

      The ambassador eyed him speculatively. What was he waiting for? In all his years, Sasha had only lost it once. Once. When he’d been told his mother had died. Since then, he’d been the perfect Russian loyalist. The perfect employee.

      The ambassador placed the ornate teapot back on the fancy wood inlay cabinet. The furniture had come from eighteenth century France and cost more than Sasha made in a month.

      Before indulging in the expensive beverage, Sasha waited until the ambassador sipped more of his tea, satisfied that it was not poisoned. He drank deeply, holding the Farm Palace Imperial porcelain cup, lavishly decorated with gilt, by its delicate handle. He might be concerned—after all, doctored tea was how they killed Litvinenko. Although, Litvinenko’s radioactive tea had sickened those around him as well. The ambassador would not risk himself and he had poured both their tea from the same pot.

      Sasha had never questioned his orders, and even though he knew that altering his pattern of behavior was a red flag, the words burst from him. “Why me?”

      “You have no one at home to return to,” the ambassador replied callously. “And this will prove your loyalty.”

      Sasha’s mouth tightened. “My loyalty has always been absolute.” He’d always done what he’d been asked. No matter the consequences. “Is there some question?”

      The ambassador didn’t answer. Instead, he said, “You will find this traitor and we will take care of him.” Kill orders were rarely spelled out verbally or written down. Euphemisms and innuendo had been the cornerstones of his life. Sasha wondered, could he push the ambassador to issue an outright command? To order Sasha to murder this unidentified traitor?

      Possibly. But he was cautious enough not to do anything that would give his boss a reason to question him.

      “Understood?”

      Sasha inclined his head. “Da.”

      The door to the sitting room flung open.

      “Papa, papa.” Dubov’s teenaged son burst into the room. “Guess what? I made the school play.”

      “Yuri.” Dubov’s tone was harsh, sharp. “I am in a meeting.”

      Yuri’s face fell.

      “You can tell me later.” Dubov’s voice was soft as he smiled at his son. Dubov gave his son more leeway than Sasha would have expected. Yuri Dubov was his father’s weakness. The ambassador had better be careful. There were those who would exploit that weakness.

      “Hello, Sasha.” The boy looked at him with speculation, clearly wondering why they were having a meeting at the residence rather than the embassy. He was smart, athletic, and very comfortable with US culture.

      “Yuri.” Sasha inclined his head.

      Dubov pointed toward the door. “Out.”

      “Yes, sir.” Yuri gave a curt bow and ran for the door. “Bye, Sasha.”

      Dubov shot a worried glance at his retreating son. Once the door closed, his boss headed for the well-hidden safe behind a painting of a Russian forest by Ivan Shishkin and spun the old-fashioned dial. Sasha listened to the turns and clicks while keeping his gaze firmly directed away from the ambassador. Instead, he watched the man in the ornate gold mirror on the opposite wall, trying surreptitiously to get a look at the contents of the safe.

      Once Dubov had retrieved a package and shut the safe door, he made his way back to the settee where Sasha sipped his tea.

      Dubov handed Sasha a file. “Give me your analysis.”

      Really? Sasha was the enforcer. He frequently read intelligence reports, but the ambassador didn’t consult him on strategy. Although he should. Sasha had been around long enough to understand the nuances and consequences of most intelligence and espionage situations.

      They had never allowed him to be involved in the planning which was in his favor now. They didn’t know how his mind worked. They would underestimate his strategic abilities, because instead of utilizing his brain, they had maximized his body.

      He could outsmart them all.

      The file was thin. He flipped through the few sheets of paper. Sergei Polzin. He’d been killed in a shooting a few months ago in Washington, DC. The shooting had been investigated by the FSB and closed. Sasha sort of remembered the case. He hadn’t been involved, and it was when his mother was dying, so his attention had been fractured.

      “I thought this investigation had been closed.”

      “The US Congress is potentially going to have hearings on the matter.” The ambassador shrugged. “The FSB wants it reopened. There is speculation that the traitor and Sergei are connected. We need to make sure that we are covered.”

      “Did we have anything to do with his death?”

      “Nyet.”

      Because if Polzin was a traitor to Russia, the FSB would have eliminated him. Sasha considered all the angles.

      “But there was more to the incident than what is public record.”

      No shit. There was more to every incident than the public record. All too often the public record had no bearing on what really happened.

      Sasha read through the file again, struggling to pull out any other details from his memories. “Any other directions?”

      “Viktor Kuznets is a person of interest.”

      Kuznets. “Who is he? Russian?”

      His boss looked as if he’d swallowed a bad batch of caviar. “His parents defected many years ago.”

      The parents. Not the son. “Any other intelligence?”

      “He is estranged from his family.” The ambassador eyed him steadily. “Start with him.”

      Sasha raised a brow. Estranged. This Viktor Kuznets disagreed with his parents. If there was a rift with his parents, he’d be more likely to spy for Russia not against.

      And how would Kuznets have gained access to Russian intelligence? And how would he be feeding it to the Americans? None of this request made sense.

      “There is a picture.” The ambassador gestured to the file.

      Sasha flipped to the last page of the report and there was a candid photo. His heart lurched. The smiling man wore aviator glasses. He had a smooth, elegant jawline, stark cheekbones, and a high forehead with blond hair brushed away from his face. Sasha didn’t have the luxury of a type, but if he had one, this man would embody it. Viktor Kuznets had the face of an angel.

      An angel of doom.

      Because if anyone ever figured out Sasha was attracted to him—to men—his life would be over. Maybe that’s what this was all about. They were setting Sasha up for “retirement.”

      They wanted him to follow Kuznets. Was that it? “Observation? Kidnap? Interrogation?” Assassination?

      “Observation only.” The ambassador shook his head. “He works for an organization that has been in the news lately. It is also the location where Sergei Polzin was killed. Perhaps he knows more about what happened and shared it with the Americans. At this point, we just don’t know.”

      Okay, that made more sense. But still.

      “There is something unusual going on at this Adams-Larsen. It is supposedly a public relations firm. But we believe it is more.” The ambassador steepled his fingers and studied Sasha as if expecting him to question the orders.

      Sasha waited. Dubov couldn’t outlast him. The idea was laughable. But why did the ambassador think he needed to?

      Something was off about this request. If he were paranoid, he’d think the FSB wanted to watch him. That they were surveilling him.

      The ambassador finally continued. “Report in daily.”

      Sasha didn’t show his surprise, but that was also an unusual request. Typically, he was given an assignment and reported back when it was complete.

      “Instructions when I find the traitor?” He did not let any uncertainty creep into his voice. But he knew he wouldn’t find the traitor.

      Perhaps this Viktor Kuznets would become a patsy. The traitor that he needed to find.

      What would he do if they insisted that he kill Kuznets, the traitor that they were searching for? He would deal with that possibility if it arose.

      “Depends on who it is.” The true nature of the ambassador was revealed in his cold dead eyes and grim mouth. “Once they are uncovered, we will deal with them punitively. Permanently.”

      Death. Sasha was tired of killing. His motherland, Russia, no longer held any sway over him. Perhaps, even though he didn’t believe he had given away his feelings, they could sense his disgust for this life. And for them.

      He was done being used. Sasha would pretend to search for this traitor.

      And then he would disappear.
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      Viktor Kuznets was done. Done with secrets. Done with trying to be perfect.

      He couldn’t imagine life getting any better. He had finally found his place in the world. Acceptance and belonging curled around him like a blanket of happiness.

      He’d almost fucked it all up when he’d inadvertently put his friends in danger after hooking up with the wrong guy. But his friends had understood his mistake, and instead of cutting him out, gave him forgiveness.

      He would never again do anything to destroy the trust they’d placed in him.

      For years he’d tried so hard to be perfect. To do anything that was asked of him. To do nothing that would jeopardize his place. Turned out all he’d really needed to do was be human. His screw up had granted the entry he hadn’t been able to find in perfection.

      The conference room at Adams-Larsen Inc and Associates—ALIAS as they affectionately called themselves—was alive with teasing and jokes. Publicly, they were an image consulting firm. Privately, they did something altogether different.

      The converted dining room of the old brownstone that housed their operations was noisy as his friends prepared for their weekly staff meeting. A plate of fluffy pastry with a drizzle of shiny syrup sat on the credenza that held the coffee and tea service.

      Marsh leaned over the china plate. “Yum. What are these?”

      Maria Torres, the newest member of their private witness protection and relocation team, beamed. “A recipe from that British baking show.”

      Kita Kim, their resident martial arts badass and social media seeder and hacker, stuffed two into her mouth. She lavished praise around the lump of pastry. “Oh my God. These are so good.”

      Viktor filled his plate and then took his seat at the conference table. He smiled slightly as he listened to the banter around him.

      Viktor dipped his chin. Thank you, Universe, for this food.

      He took a small, almost dainty, bite of the pastry. The sweet flaky layers melted on his tongue. He forced himself not to rush. Even after years of food security, with plenty to eat and easily accessible, it was difficult not to revert to that starving kid and gobble down the treat not knowing when he’d have his next meal. Instead, he savored slowly and enjoyed the chaos around him.

      “Hey, hey.” Dwayne Lameko, their Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson lookalike, swatted Kita’s fingers. “Leave some for the rest of us.”

      “Ha. I bet you have a whole plate of these at home.”

      Maria and Dwayne had finally gotten together on an op and were dating exclusively. After her ordeal as a young girl, Maria was free and beginning to blossom. Viktor was so happy for her. Kita shoved another one into her mouth as Dwayne chased her around the table.

      “Help me, Viktor. He hurt me!” Kita screeched. “I need medical assistance.”

      He was their medic. Fortunately, they hadn’t needed his skills recently. And they certainly wouldn’t need them this morning.

      He snorted. “Better be careful or you’ll choke on that second treat.”

      “Wow. That’s cold.” Kita laughed, then fist-bumped him. “Nice.”

      Marsh Adams, co-founder of ALIAS, was finally back in the office after being undercover and incommunicado for months. His objective had been to protect the company and their reputation, but it had turned into a secret op that ended in the apprehension of an international criminal. Marsh laughed and snatched one off the plate while Kita and Dwayne were busy bickering like siblings.

      Marsh said, “Did I really miss this?”

      Kita grinned at their boss. “Of course you did.”

      Viktor waited quietly for Jillian to appear so they could begin. Kita placed a mug of mint tea at his elbow. “See! I don’t hold a grudge. Even though I could be maimed right now, by the giant,” she jerked her thumb toward Dwayne, “and you didn’t protect me.”

      “Give it up, Kita.” Dwayne smirked. Everyone knew Dwayne would never hurt anyone smaller than him, although to be fair, everyone was smaller than him.

      Not to mention Kita could kick ass.

      Viktor said, “You are a strong, confident woman. I knew you could defend yourself and I was allowing you to exercise your abilities rather than taking over.”

      “Ha!” Kita chucked him on the shoulder. “Good recovery.”

      He loved these people. They had given him a home when his family had rejected him. They had forgiven him for his lapse in protocol even when he had no excuse.

      Loneliness was not a reason to betray your friends. And he hadn’t. He hadn’t. But he’d been careless, and that negligent slip had almost cost their lives. Their benevolence humbled him. He would never betray their trust again. He would protect his teammates with the ferocity of a pitbull against any threat.

      Jake Brown sat at the other end of the table. When Maria offered him a pastry, he smiled tightly and took one in his large, meaty hand. He had been awfully quiet lately. Viktor made a note to check in with him. Something had happened on a relocation a few months ago, and he hadn’t been the same afterwards. He was never very chatty, but lately he’d been downright taciturn.

      “Okay everyone. Let’s get started.” Marsh sat at the head of the table.

      “What about Jill?” Kita plopped into the chair next to Viktor and punched him in the arm.

      “She’s…occupied.” Marsh glanced at the stairs leading to Jill’s office.

      His stomach churned. They never scheduled appointments during their weekly staff meetings. Their business was more than private. It was critical that they kept their client’s secrets.

      “We’re going to start the staff meeting while we have company?” Kita voiced the question everyone was thinking.

      “General admin only at the moment.” Marsh sidestepped the question.

      They all nodded in agreement. ALIAS kept a lot of secrets that could have deadly consequences if someone were to overhear.

      His life had been one big secret for years. First when he hid his sexuality from his parents. Then, the military. He no longer hid his sexual identity. But of course, he’d lost his parents over that. Turned out pretending he wasn’t gay was what his parents had wanted. Ignoring his sexuality was better than being out.

      Everyone had settled in and stopped kidding around when their new receptionist, Hannah, sauntered down the stairs. “Viktor, Jill needs to see you in her office.”

      Jillian Larsen, the other co-founder boss at the prestigious Adams-Larsen agency, was skipping the staff meeting and now wanted him in her office.

      Could this be related to his screw up?

      Because of his actions the company was under increased scrutiny by the public. Their very private witness protection and covert relocation agency was in jeopardy because of him. He had been targeted by criminals seeking confidential information about one of their clients and he’d fallen for the oldest trick in the book, because his very recent ex-boyfriend had dumped him.

      Viktor had come home from an op and his apartment had been empty. Jonathon had moved out, taking all their art and most of the furniture with him.

      Jonathon left because he felt like Viktor was keeping secrets…which of course he was. That’s what he did. That’s what ALIAS did. Viktor had known that Jonathon wasn’t thrilled with his inability to share, but he’d had no idea that his boyfriend of a year was so unhappy that he’d disappear in the middle of the day—like one of their clients.

      And that night at the bar, after too much rum and too much heartache, he’d said, fuck caution, and let a guy pick him up. Viktor had gone to a stranger’s hotel room and had sex with him.

      But it hadn’t been random.

      That miscalculation had cost him. And for what?

      With the perspective of a month without his ex, Viktor realized that he’d built a fantasy life around his ex-boyfriend. He’d been in love with the idea of what he and Jonathon could be, not what they really were. That was still no excuse for being dumb enough to be duped.

      He’d left himself, his friends, vulnerable. Perhaps Jillian had changed her mind and had decided to punish him.

      He knocked sharply on Jillian Larsen’s door and waited.

      “Come.”

      Viktor pushed open the door and stopped abruptly. Jillian wasn’t alone. He didn’t recognize the man sitting on the settee. What was happening?

      “Have a seat,” Jill said. She had his undying gratitude for supporting him. She’d always been a little…standoffish. Which he totally understood. Revealing your vulnerability, that soft underbelly was a liability. Especially in this job.

      Even more so for a woman. She couldn’t be perceived as weak.

      She was the big boss. But when she’d gone through her own trauma and met the love of her life, a braw Scottish law enforcement officer, she had become more relaxed. She could still be a hard ass, but Viktor understood her better now.

      Viktor headed toward the grouping of seats in Jill’s office, deliberately evening his stride.

      “Our associate has a proposition for you.”

      Viktor raised one eyebrow. Associate? Proposition? Way to be vague, boss.

      He sat on the least obvious choice, a dainty wing chair that barely accommodated his bulk. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m glad you asked.” The man’s vocal cords were gravelly with years of smoking. The stench of cigarettes wafted from his clothing and gave away his vice. No one introduced the man by name.

      The Cigarette Man handed a photograph to Viktor. The man in the picture was attractive. Not that tall, built like a bull with wide, bulky shoulders, barrel chest, trim waist, and thick, muscular thighs. His face held an intensity that was compelling, magnetic.

      If he were in a bar Viktor would look twice, maybe three times at this guy. His presence nearly leapt off the glossy photo paper.

      “Do you know him?” The unnamed man asked.

      Viktor studied the man in the photograph, picking out the details of his surroundings, of his clothing, of his body language. He stood in a fancy restaurant, one table away from a group of men in suits who were eating and drinking, while his sharp eyes studied the surroundings.

      Confidence oozed from him. The suit was custom made, expensive, his stance seemingly casual, but there was an alertness to his gaze and his hand rested on his hip near the opening of his jacket, likely for easy access to a weapon.

      The dichotomy between the expensive suit and the body of the brawler was extremely compelling.

      The restaurant was expensive, exclusive, with dark wood and white linen tablecloths. Clusters of empty wine glasses and highballs grouped at each place setting. The men at the table were laughing and gesturing. Servers hovered a few tables away, clearly on standby for the moment the men needed anything, but far enough away that they couldn’t overhear the conversation. The man was a bodyguard or security for wealthy patrons.

      The men he was keeping safe were Slavic. Russian, maybe Ukrainian, or one of the Stans. The Eastern European men seemed at ease with the bodyguards around them and expected deferential restaurant service. The privilege was evident in the cant of their heads and the way they ignored everyone but the other men at the table.

      “I don’t believe so.”

      “His name is Sasha Loblaw. He’s an agent of the FSB and we want to turn him.”

      The FSB, Federalnaya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti, the Russian Federal Security Service, was the modern day KGB. Their director reported directly to Putin.

      Okay, but what did that have to do with Viktor? And who was we? That information seemed exceedingly sensitive to share with him. Viktor’s high-level, top-secret clearance had been revoked when he left his job with the military and the CIA. So why was this unnamed man sitting in Jill’s office sharing an intelligence target?

      Viktor stayed silent, waiting for the man to explain.

      “We’d like you to…get close to him.”

      None of that cryptic bullshit. This guy was going to have to spell out exactly what he wanted. “Get close to him…and?”

      The man stayed silent.

      Viktor wouldn’t be the first to break. He stared steadily at the man until Cigarette Man shifted his gaze. “We’d like some compromising pictures.”

      Sickness roiled in his stomach. He knew what the guy was asking. Basically, he wanted Viktor to do to this Sasha what had been done to him. Lie and get close to the man. Which was code for have sex with him. While he found Sasha Loblaw attractive, he hadn’t sold his body for his adopted country…yet.

      This man and whatever agency he worked for, wanted dirt on a target and they were willing to use any means or anyone to get it. He knew that was how the game was played. But Viktor was tired of being a pawn.

      As if he read Viktor’s mind, the man said, “You don’t have to have sex with him. Unless you want to.” The guy wheezed out a laugh as if he’d said something funny. “We just need some kompromat to persuade him that working for us in his best interests.”

      Viktor’s gaze shot to Jill.

      I’m sorry, she mouthed.

      His tension eased. She hadn’t known that was what the guy was going to ask.

      “Why me?” Because they both liked dick? Presumably this Sasha Loblaw was gay. However, it paid never to assume anything.

      “Because of the connection to Russia.”

      Viktor blinked. He no longer had a connection to Russia. His parents had defected years ago.

      He hadn’t been back to Russia since they had snuck away in the middle of the night. He had no love for his birth country. He also didn’t have a desire to deceive this Sasha Loblaw.

      But he wasn’t going to argue with this guy, because there was a reason Cigarette Man was in Jill’s office going through semi-official means, instead of approaching Viktor outside of ALIAS. So he kept his mouth shut and waited.

      “We’ve planted some rumors about Sergei Polzin in the hopes that Loblaw and the Kremlin will bite.”

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “The kind that will get them to reopen the investigation into Sergei’s death.”

      That would be bad for ALIAS since the man had been killed here. That was an unfortunate fact. Adams-Larsen had sheltered a woman running from the Russian in their safe room and Sergei had found her here. When Sergei opened fire, they’d had no choice but to shoot to kill. To protect the victims hiding from Polzin.

      “We’ve planted intelligence that will cause them to focus on you.”

      So…bait. And based on what Cigarette Man had just said, they had already set things up.

      They wanted Viktor to be a target for Sasha Loblaw.

      “What is in it for me?” Viktor asked.

      “As you’re aware, there are some rumors swirling inside the Beltway about Adams-Larsen. Especially after the shooting of Sergei.” The guy smoothed a hand over his knee. He leaned back against the settee, his ankle rested on the opposite knee, creating a triangle between his legs as he bobbed his shiny wingtip shoe. Was he nervous or just generally fidgety? The white man was dressed neat as a pin, perfectly combed hair, clean fingernails, and a bland demeanor. But his shiny left shoe had one scuff mark near the ball of his foot. Was that on purpose? Was he trying to appear a little sloppy so he’d be underestimated, or was he actually a little sloppy? “And then of course, the recent trouble.”

      Trouble he’d precipitated by being a dumbass. Finally, Viktor asked, “Why would I do that?”

      “Let’s just say I can make life easier for your boss, and your company, if you help us out.”

      Great, blackmail. The inference was that he could also make things worse for ALIAS.

      Viktor’s stomach roiled.

      The setup turned Viktor’s stomach. But there had been a new article in the Post about ALIAS and unless there was some fancy shielding or misdirection, the press was going to keep searching for information about what ALIAS really did.

      Viktor didn’t trust this guy. He waited because he was certain there was more. He was correct.

      “I have access to his schedule. He frequents a bar in DC regularly.” The Cigarette Man continued as if it was a done deal. “According to an informant, he has orders to investigate ALIAS over the holidays.”

      “So while he is investigating ALIAS, I’m supposed to lure him in,” with his charming personality aka potential sexual favors, “and get him in a compromising position?” His distaste for the job was evident in his tone.

      Jill had been completely silent.

      “That is the plan.”

      One that had been conceived and partially executed before they’d even gotten Viktor’s cooperation. Because they knew ALIAS had problems.

      Those rumors swirling about…he’d helped cause them and if this would fix it then he was all in. Whether he wanted to be or not.

      “What do I have to do?”
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      Viktor hated lying.

      But if that was what he had to do to protect ALIAS and his friends: go undercover, leave himself open to connecting with Sasha Loblaw, and set the guy up for some compromising photos, then he would do it. Even if it left a bad taste in his mouth.

      The best way to lie was to incorporate some element of truth into the lie. He figured that his attraction to Sasha Loblaw would be the truth.

      Before he approached Sasha, he planned to do some reconnaissance.

      Viktor sat at the bar in the luxury hotel that catered to foreign dignitaries, and where the Russian consulate housed visiting diplomats and vaunted guests who were connected to the Kremlin.

      Viktor struck a seemingly casual pose and stroked his middle finger up and down the shot glass of high-end Grey Goose, ostensibly studying the colorless liquid. He surreptitiously observed the occupants of the bar in the reflection of the mirror wall behind the various top-shelf bottles of liquor.

      He hated vodka, so it was easy to ignore the drink.

      The décor was what Viktor called “Ancient Washington Elite” with lots of dark, wainscoting paneling, rich tapestries on the walls, and large plush chairs. Even the bar stools were heavy wood with claw feet and arms upholstered in heavy brocade. The ornate mahogany bar was long and curved.

      The paintings on the walls were originals of hunting parties and pastoral manors, as if this were an eighteenth-century English country house and not a modern hotel.

      Viktor watched the murky reflections of the other patrons. It was crowded for a random weeknight in late December. Congress was out of session and most elected officials were back in their home states to celebrate the holidays with their families. Diplomats had returned to their own countries until after the new year. Typically, not much went on in the capital during the holidays.

      Normally, a plethora of movers and shakers congregated here to trade gossip and make deals. The location seemed far too public to Viktor, but Sasha Loblaw apparently frequented this hotel bar twice a week. The regular schedule seemed odd to Viktor. Unless there was tradecraft going on and this was a dead drop location. That also seemed unlikely. However, it paid to keep an open mind and watchful eye.
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