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Chapter 1




  Beaufort, South Carolina — January 3, 2010




  “Never leave me again, Xenia.”




  The ballerina gazed at Lex with her bright blue eyes, filled with love, then replied as solemnly as one seals a vow:




  “Never.”




  The soldier tilted his head toward her, nestled his face in her neck, and inhaled her scent with fervor, never loosening the grip of his powerful arms around her delicate body, which, though slightly fuller than he remembered, felt achingly familiar. How many fresh wounds were healing at the touch of the woman he had been forced to leave three years ago? The entirety of his being seemed to lighten.




  My prayers have been heard…




  Emotion clouded his mind, stifling the words that rushed to his throat, and they both floated on a cloud of unreachable intimacy, forgetting the witnesses around them. They could see and hear nothing else. Only the other mattered in this disorienting moment that left them utterly dazed.




  Suddenly, there was a throat clearing, and the deep voice of Keir Dalglish crackled in English around them:




  “Sorry to interrupt this reunion worthy of a Tolstoy novel, but can you explain the presence of this beautiful Russian lady here, Lenkov?”




  This interjection rang like a gong, immediately pulling them back to reality. Slowly, Lex withdrew from the fragrant softness where his face had nestled, then stood tall to regard Hudson and Keir, his brothers in arms, along with their wives. All wore the surprised expressions of children witnessing a magic trick, and embarrassment suddenly intertwined with the joy and relief of their reunion. Few people, even in his tight-knit circle of friends, had known about his love story with Xenia. He had chosen not to share his personal dramas upon returning from Russia and had locked his secret away in the folds of a heart he had numbed. No one but John Arlington, the friend who had accompanied him on his Russian odyssey, knew of the perilous romance between Alexei and Xenia, and the scars it had left behind.




  It was as much out of shame for his behavior and failures as from pain that he had hidden everything from most of those around him. And he had never thought he would have to explain this story to anyone one day. Until today.




  Standing a few meters away like two impenetrable chess masters, Hudson and Keir conveyed with a shared glance that he could not evade their inquiry and that a clear and concise explanation was expected. Immediately.




  Lex took a deep breath, a bit nervous. Usually, he was the one asking questions, not the other way around.




  “Friends, I present to you Xenia Protasova… we met five years ago, and as you may have guessed, we are in love.”




  A rustle of exclamations rose from the small gathering. While everyone had suspected the relationship between the two lovers, hearing it from Lex’s lips intensified the shock. The scene unfolding at the Rowe home felt surreal; Sergeant Major Alexei Lenkov, a notorious and hardened bachelor who seemed to have passion only for his motorcycles and his ancient tarot, had he really just said he loved a woman? It was almost comical for those who saw him daily and had never guessed what his heart had concealed for so many years.




  Lex had become a master of secrecy.




  “My God, Rowe, we’ve seen and heard it all…” Keir exclaimed, a bit theatrical as he placed a hand on his chest, as if to stem any discomfort. “Lenkov, if I understand correctly, you’ve been in a relationship for years and never told us? You’re joking, right?”




  “No, I’m not joking. In reality, I’ve known Xenia and loved her for five years, but our story is a bit more complicated than that… otherwise, you would have known long ago.”




  “You mean never! If your partner hadn’t come to join you here, maybe we would have never found out!”




  Clearly, Keir was quite annoyed at being left out of this romantic affair.




  “I agree, Dalglish, I should have told you about Xenia from the start, but as I said, it was a bit complicated back then, and we were separated for over three years… but it’s a long story that I don’t necessarily want to discuss right now.”




  “What a little secretive one you are, Lenkov… I thought you were a saint, really…”




  “Keir, leave him alone for a bit,” interjected his wife, giving him wide eyes before moving closer to the Russian, extending a friendly hand. “I’m delighted to meet you, Xenia, and happy to see that Alexei has found himself a woman… a very beautiful one, in fact.”




  The ballerina was touched by the warm smile of this lovely redhead and responded with a smile just as sincere.




  “Thank you very much… I return the compliment; you are radiant, and motherhood suits you so well,” she said in perfect English, though sprinkled with a Russian accent that only made her more attractive.




  Soon, the other woman, the sophisticated blonde who reminded her of old fashion engravings, stepped forward to welcome her as well.




  “My cousin is right; Alexei is an aesthete, and your accent is so charming… I’m really glad to have a bit of Russia through you in my home. I went there several times when I was young and fell in love with Saint Petersburg.”




  “I’m from Saint Petersburg,” the ballerina informed her, and this response only heightened Livia’s enthusiasm.




  Livia paused for a few seconds, as if trying to recall a memory, then suddenly recited these lines in Russian, with an accent that proved her proficiency in the language from high school:




  Love, anxiety, sadness,




  Suddenly pushes her to walk;




  Suddenly, her fixed eyes lower,




  She is too weary to move.1




  Livia’s improvisation astonished everyone, and her interest in Russian culture flattered the ballerina, who confided:




  “I love Pushkin very much, like most Russians, in fact…”




  “Oh, me too! I’ve read a great deal of his works.”




  “Livia, do you speak Russian?” Hudson suddenly interjected, genuinely surprised by her performance. “You didn’t tell me!”




  “My love, the secret to a successful marriage is to always amaze your partner,” she teased.




  Her sentence perfectly coincided with the ringing of the doorbell, whose melody slightly disturbed the slumber of the sleeping children. Immediately, Livia and Scarlett hurried to calm them with caresses and sweet words while Hudson rushed to the front door. In the meantime, Keir had not stopped observing the unlikely couple, then realizing his rudeness, he went to stand in front of his friend’s partner.




  Xenia looked at the tall, heavily built blonde man, with a large scar that stamped, like a seal of bravery and boldness, the entirety of his right cheek down to his chin. Far from frightening her, the young woman found that this scar gave him charm, and she wished to know its origin.




  “I apologize for my rudeness earlier, but your visit is quite a shock for all of us… once again, please excuse me, and welcome among us, Xenia,” he said, taking one of her hands to place a chaste kiss on the back.




  “Thank you very much, and I understand, my coming was unexpected… but I absolutely had to find Alexei.”




  The steel arm of her lover tightened around her waist, as if to emphasize his presence, and she completely surrendered against his warm, powerful, and comforting body. How many times had she prayed to feel this protective embrace around her during those moments when despair was so strong that she nearly perished?




  “My God…!” exclaimed yet another male voice. “Tell me I’m dreaming?”




  John Arlington.




  The ballerina’s heart skipped a beat as she locked eyes with the clear, glacier-blue gaze across the distance. He was just as she remembered, and, astonished, he stared at her as if facing a ghost.




  “Xenia… I never thought I would see you again…”




  “Because you know her too, Arlington? Keir interjected, shifting his gaze from John to Lex, not missing the chance to shoot daggers at the latter. So Arlington knew about Xenia, but not us? And I thought there should never be secrets among the four of us… I’m disappointed.




  “Stop being jealous, Dalglish.”




  The response came from Hudson.




  “And stop talking so loudly; you’ll wake the children,” Scarlett scolded in a powerful whisper.




  John continued to approach the couple, his eyes completely fixed on the Russian. She had cut her hair into a bob and seemed to have gained a little weight since the last time they had seen each other. It suited her quite well, and this new hairstyle, combined with her snowy complexion and ruby lips, made her look like a modern Snow White, elegantly dressed in a cherry-red trench coat.




  Undoubtedly, Lex had excellent taste.




  “Hello, John, I’m happy to see you again,” she whispered, sincere and moved to find another familiar face.




  She owed a debt to her lover’s friend, for he had not hesitated to risk his life to save her from her unbearable situation and to try to help her escape with them. This heroic gesture remained indelible in her heart, and her gratitude was eternal.




  In response, John moved even closer to the couple and enveloped them in his strong arms, so overwhelmed by this reunion that he nearly suffocated her. After all, hadn’t he been personally involved in their love affair? Finding them together, here, safe, felt like the culmination of all the risks taken in Russia, that fateful day when the two marines had tried, at the risk of losing themselves, to take Xenia with them to the United States.




  Lex had to gently push him away, so passionate was his embrace, and John began to laugh, so loudly and uncontrollably that he woke the sleeping children.




  “Bravo, John!” Livia and Scarlett chorused, who had to recover the babies in their arms despite themselves. They’ve been very difficult to put to sleep these last few days, and they had just fallen asleep! the redhead continued.




  “Come on, girls, don’t make a big deal out of it! It’s a grand day of celebration today!”




  




  

    

      1. Pushkin Alexander, Eugene Onegin, Chapter 3, Canto XVI, Actes Sud, 2005, p. 85.


    


  




  
Chapter 2




  “So, you’re a ballerina?”




  Xenia turned her head toward a completely admiring Livia, next to whom she had been seated at the table. For the brothers in arms and their partners had gathered that day to celebrate the New Year a bit late. The Russian had come here unexpectedly, a bit embarrassed but utterly disoriented by her situation, and had set off in search of Lex without thinking, risking appearing intrusive. Lucky for her, her friends were very welcoming and especially excited to meet the mysterious woman for whom Sergeant Major Lenkov, the «Terror of Parris Island,» as they called him, had succumbed.




  “Yes, I was a ballerina,” Xenia replied, half-heartedly.




  “Not just a ballerina, but a prima ballerina for the Mariinsky Theatre in Saint Petersburg, Lex clarified, not without a hint of pride in his voice. Xenia is a true star in Russia; if you could see her performances on stage, her grace, her energy, and the adoration of her audience, you would be amazed. Watching Xenia dance at the theater is like going to a Mike Tyson boxing match: spectacular.”




  This revelation had the effect of a bombshell around the table, as everyone studied the beautiful foreigner with wide eyes, once again astonished by the surprising information that unfolded as the introductions continued.




  Too surprised by these words, Keir struggled to swallow the large spoonful of savory verrine he had just taken and had to wash it down with a bit of white wine to help him swallow and clear his throat.




  “Wait, Lenkov, you mean the beautiful lady we’re hosting at our table is a Russian celebrity…?”




  Lex nodded, blushing a bit, a physical reaction that rarely happened to him when it came to emotions. His friends discovered this new aspect of his personality and were unsettled.




  “Yes…”




  “Good grief…! Lenkov with a Russian star… honestly, I’ve seen it all in my life…”




  “I can’t believe it, Scarlett chimed in, wide-eyed. But how did you manage to win her over? No offense, but you come from two different worlds… you, Lenkov, the tyrannical military instructor, rough around the edges, sometimes quite vulgar… and she… the embodiment of grace, the queen of ballets… It’s totally improbable!




  “We call that, my love, the union of the carp and the swan.”




  Lex swallowed a laugh at these remarks, then quipped:




  “I suppose, Dalglish, that I’m the carp?”




  “You’re certainly not the swan!”




  Sitting across from Xenia, John shot her a conspiratorial glance before saying:




  “I think they make a beautiful couple even if they are very different. By the way, we should raise a toast in their honor.”




  And without waiting for any agreement, he stood up from his chair, diverting the others from their surprise, then raised his glass of white wine, his face cheerful:




  “To our prima ballerina and Lenkov, may their reunion be everlasting!”




  Inspired by their friend’s jovial spirit, the others followed suit, raising their glasses in turn, and together they took a sip of white wine.




  Lex and Xenia joined in the toast.




  “If I had known I would host a prima ballerina at my table one day… I regret not having informed myself enough about the prima ballerinas of this decade; I would have recognized you right away,” Livia hastily added, excited by this new presence and the few sips of white wine she had consumed. “I’ve always loved classical dance, and it’s a bit of a little girl’s dream to meet you, Xenia. How I would have loved to see you dance on stage, in such a beautiful theater, too…”




  While speaking, Livia had clasped her hands together and closed her eyes in a dreamy gesture, lost in her thoughts. Hudson watched her with an amused smile on his lips, while the others continued to examine Xenia as one would a famous painting by Leonardo da Vinci at the Louvre. No longer accustomed to such attention, the young woman felt a bit uncomfortable, and Lex caressed her arm, as if to instill serenity in her.




  “Stop looking at her as if she were a freak show,” he teased. You’re going to scare her.




  “Far from it!”




  “And why don’t you dance anymore?” Livia innocently asked her.




  Suddenly, a shadow of sadness clouded Xenia’s face, and no answer came to her lips. How could she respond to this question without reviving the incurable scar that festered in her heart? However, she could count on her partner’s quick thinking, who gently but firmly declared:




  “Questions for later, please. Xenia has been through some trials lately, and I sense she’s tired today. You’ll have plenty of time to get to know her.”




  The mystery that underscored the words of this sentence only heightened their collective curiosity; however, out of respect and compassion, they obeyed and decided to engage in a lighter and more impersonal conversation. Lex knew how hard they were struggling to contain their perfectly legitimate curiosity.




  A foreign woman, coming from Russia, unexpectedly arriving in the midst of a friendly gathering to throw herself into the arms of their friend, who had hidden even the existence of their love story from them. It was enough to bewilder anyone. If he had been in their place, his curiosity would have been piqued to the extreme, but he could do nothing but impose total discretion on them, as long as Xenia did not feel fully at ease. She was far too sensitive to discuss her past with strangers.




  With one hand still resting on her thigh, Lex reassured her with his presence, silently, and she clung to this soothing warmth. Finally, they were together. Finally, she had found the courage to escape her confinement to find him, her destiny.




  After a while, when Hudson and Keir left the table to fetch the main dish, a magnificent beef Wellington served with baked potatoes and vegetables, Livia turned back to Xenia to reignite the conversation and try to dispel the clouds of melancholy in those blue eyes:




  “You mentioned loving Pushkin earlier; I do too… ny the way, I adore Russian literature in general and almost specialized in that field. But I ultimately chose to teach Greek and Latin literature.”




  “Livia has been a professor of classical literature at Beaufort University for about three years. She hasn’t been here long, as she is originally from London,” Lex felt it necessary to add.




  Xenia’s eyes widened, and her heart felt lighter upon learning that Livia was not entirely American, though she seemed to have perfectly acclimated to the country.




  “You’re English?”




  “Absolutely. I came here to get to know my cousin Scarlett and to have a professional experience abroad. In the meantime, I met Hudson, we fell in love, and now I’m married to him.”




  After careful observation, Xenia noticed the distinctly British way in which the beautiful blonde with periwinkle eyes spoke. There was a softness and a very English reserve about her, a bit old school, which joyfully contrasted with her cousin’s spontaneity.




  “So you’re not the first foreigner to leave your homeland to live with the love of your life, the lively redhead interjected, mischief in her smile. Beaufort needs some exoticism, and what better than women from elsewhere to beautify our little town? I would be really curious, in the future, to hear you talk about Russia…”




  “With pleasure.”




  Xenia admired, in the glow of the small candles lit on the beautiful festive table, the ribbons of freckles dancing on Scarlett’s cheeks as she smiled. Mischievous, John couldn’t help but continue:




  “Get ready for an endless interview, because this little one is a real chatterbox!”




  “Oh, but that doesn’t bother me; I have a lot to say about Russia.”




  “I hope you’ll take me there one day! I hear Russian men are handsome and very gentlemanly…”




  “Like Americans, right? John retorted, feigning offense at the remark. Didn’t you once say I was worthy of a Korean drama because I’m so sophisticated and gallant?”




  “No, but you are an upper-class American, John!”




  The man in question succumbed to a mischievous smile, then turned his gaze back to Xenia. She discovered once again how distinguished this aviator was in his well-tailored navy blue suit, adorned with Tiffany&Co silver cufflinks. Not to mention the beauty of his perfectly chiseled face framed by a beautiful mane of snow-white hair. This was not an effect of age but a physical trait that had appeared quite early in his life, without tarnishing his charm; quite the opposite. This hair color accentuated the warmth of his complexion, but especially the intensity of his arctic blue eyes, extremely pure and clear, like two northern glaciers that seemed to have traversed the ages since the creation of the universe.




  “An upper-class American? You’ve forgotten where I come from, redhead.”




  “Okay, you’ve gone from a little Amish boy from Pennsylvania to a dashing military man of the American upper class.”




  “That’s more accurate! Otherwise, you’ll make me sound like an arrogant hipster!”




  “Who’s an arrogant hipster? Hudson repeated as he brought in the steaming beef Wellington, followed by Keir and the side dishes.”




  No one answered him, so enticing was the aroma of the dishes. Discreetly, Xenia began to observe the other comrades-in-arms of her lover. Hudson, the host, matched entirely the image she had of the American from Hollywood: virile, tall, attractive, and charismatic. A certain severity emanated from his face, but it only made him more appealing, especially since she sensed he was genuinely friendly and kind. It was his slightly reserved side that gave him a somewhat cold air, a characteristic he did not share at all with Keir.




  Shorter than his brothers in arms but as solid as a rock, the scarred man seemed to be of an intrepid nature and as tempestuous as the gray sea in his gaze. One could sense a propensity for provocation and fighting in him, but in return, an unbounded generosity and loyalty.




  “Hmm… it smells so good!”




  “You’ve outdone yourselves today, guys,” Lex complimented.




  Xenia turned her attention back to her lover and noted how tall and imposing he was. Among the four men, he stood out with a more hieratic and distant demeanor, perhaps a reflex posture forged by his military instructor profession and his Slavic nature. His discretion contrasted with Keir’s exuberance, even if it did not erase his overwhelming stature. On the contrary, it made him even more impressive. But beyond his cold appearance, his hypnotic eyes, a bit fierce, burned with sensitivity.




  “I hope we’ve made progress, especially since we have an honored guest today!” Keir exclaimed with a wink at the ballerina.




  “Oh, I’m the one honored to be with all of you… I’m still sorry for coming unexpectedly, and I’m lucky to be able to share such a convivial moment in your company. Thank you very much for your hospitality and kindness.”




  “They behave like choir boys in your presence, but in reality, they’re real devils,” Scarlett teased. “Your darling is the first… you’ll realize it when you see them with a few too many glasses of whiskey in their system. Time bombs.”




  “In the meantime, who’s our little time bomb?” Keir shot back as he walked around the table to join his wife and gently caressed her belly.




  Taking advantage of the little general distraction, Lex admired his lover again, her adorable profile in the beautiful light of the living room, and tacitly, as if speaking to her might make her disappear, he intertwined their fingers under the table in a tender gesture of comfort.




  Deep down, all he awaited was for this festive meal to end so he could savor their reunion alone together.




  Chapter 3




  Three years. It seemed brief for a lifetime, but for Xenia and Lex, those three years of distance, silence, and ignorance felt like centuries. These three years had been enough to upend their existence, or at least had left an indelible mark on their emotions. While Xenia had lost everything in the turmoil of their love, Lex had forced himself to resume his solitary military life, blinded by remorse. Since their forced separation, his life had tasted only of ashes.




  But today, he seemed to be reborn like the Phoenix, with a sentimental weight that filled his stomach. He did not feel light, but heavy with a love that could not be tempered.




  As they rode through the streets illuminated by Christmas decorations, Lex envisioned their future together, a smile on his lips and his heart rekindled with a new flame of hope. If Xenia had come to join him in South Carolina, it was to never leave him again and to allow their story to blossom in the light of day.




  At last.




  The ride felt too short when Lex stopped his motorcycle at the foot of the hotel where Xenia was staying. During the night, a taxi had dropped her off in front of the beautiful historic facade of Beaufort’s most luxurious hotel: The Anchorage.




  Her journey from Moscow had left her in a whirlwind of exhausting excitement, and after days of crossing half the globe, her layover in Helsinki had stretched beyond twenty-four hours, followed by a mandatory stop in New York for administrative and financial matters with an acquaintance of Igor. She needed a long moment of rest to prepare for seeing her lover again. It was only after a week of travels that she had landed in South Carolina, the region where Alexei lived for his work.




  In the morning, a hotel employee had given her the city’s phone directory, allowing her to find Alexei Lenkov’s contact information. She had tried to call him, but with no response, she resolved to go to the barracks where he lived. Unfortunately, upon arriving there, she discovered his absence, and it was thanks to the gossip of a colleague that the stranger was able to find him at Hudson and Livia Rowe’s home.




  Lex dismounted his motorcycle and helped the young woman do the same.




  “You chose the best hotel,” he observed as she took his hand to guide him toward the entrance of the establishment.




  “It was recommended to me at the Charleston airport. The people here are warm.”




  “Very… I hope my friends didn’t frighten you too much.”




  “On the contrary, I felt like I had been part of their lives for a long time, and it’s so pleasant to be welcomed this way, especially since I truly came on a whim.”




  “I’m the first to be surprised, you know…”




  In the twilight light, Lex’s eyes sparkled with a mysterious glimmer that always troubled her, and his mask of solemnity seemed to tighten to avoid cracking under the rising tide of tears. For yes, this heavily built and intimidating soldier had an irrepressible urge to pour out his heart. How many days and nights had his beautiful almond-shaped eyes wept for the loss of their story?




  “I thought you would never join me…”




  “I didn’t know I would one day. I thought I was doomed, but in reality, all I was lacking was courage.”




  “You have never lacked courage, Xenia; it’s me who failed to keep you by my side, and… I regret so much not having tried anything since our last meeting in St. Petersburg. I should have fought like a tiger, even to the death if necessary. Deep down, I think I never deserved you… I failed to give my best and draw from all my love to keep us together. I didn’t know how to love you as you should be loved…”




  “Don’t be foolish, Aliosha… it’s because you love me that you accepted to let me go. I pushed you to sacrifice our dreams for our safety. That was all…”




  Overwhelmed by emotion, he had no other words, and she continued to lead him to the hotel’s vestibule. More than ever, they needed to talk, to confide in each other, to reconnect after such a brutal and traumatic separation. For this, the intimacy of a room was conducive to gathering their sad memories.




  Silent, Lex followed her through the charming hotel, set in a beautiful 18th-century mansion facing a river, until they reached the elegant cozy room she had rented on the first floor. Once alone in this cushioned cocoon, they embraced until they nearly suffocated, their hands crushing each other’s backs, skulls, and faces as they kissed with fervor. In a barely controlled passion, they scraped each other’s tongues and lips as their kisses grew fierce, and Xenia felt pain in her arms and lower back from his passionate grip. Tears flowed naturally down her cheeks, moistening their lips as he continued to kiss her while removing her cherry-red trench coat. The garment fell to the floor with a rustle of fabric, forming a bright corolla on the cream carpet of the room, soon joined by the soldier’s black leather jacket. Once relieved of their coats and without truly breaking their kiss, he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the large white and brown canopied bed.




  Lex did not intend to make love to her right away, for even though he desired her beyond reason, he sensed she was not ready for that. Xenia had gone through too many trials alone to want to jump into anything before talking. She was fragile these days, and imposing a sexual encounter on her just hours after their reunion could overwhelm her. No, he knew her, and his instinct advised him: they needed to wait for her to take the first step, to unburden the weight that seemed to rest on her frail shoulders. They needed a little time, distance, and exchanges before they could leap into each other’s arms without preamble.




  As if reading his thoughts, Xenia understood that he would do nothing until she took control herself and thanked him with a hint of a smile. She was exhausted from the years of solitude and oppression, from the lack of him… and finding him today was such an emotional shock that it deprived her of libido. Of course, she desired this man with all her body and soul, but at that moment, she needed tenderness and listening more than anything else.




  And who better than Lex could offer her such attentions?




  They lay on the bed together, shoeless but dressed, and embraced lovingly.




  In silence.




  The young woman had her head nestled in the crook of his neck, and their legs intertwined tightly. They didn’t need to talk right away, just to savor this chaste and silent communion where tears expressed more clearly than words.




  They could no longer formulate a sentence.




  They were as if transported on a cloud of multicolored cotton, and only the warmth and scent of each other proved how real this scene was. They were no longer fantasizing.
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