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Chapter 1




  MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
JANUARY 2005, FIVE YEARS EARLIER




  «Forget it, Lex, you’ll never have a chance with her. That’s Xenia Protasova, Dimitri Bondarev’s wife.»




  Xenia.




  For nearly half an hour, the man called Lex, whose full name was Alexei Lenkov, had been trying to match a name to the delicate, doll-like Slavic face he couldn’t stop admiring from afar. Her features were so soft, yet expressionless. She had an extremely pale complexion, as if veiled by a winter mist, and piercing cerulean eyes that tilted slightly upward beneath a pair of long, elegantly arched brows, radiating an icy glow.




  Her gaze had drifted in his direction three times, and each time, this military-trained man had the dreadful sensation of being no more than a prop in the lavish ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria, where part of New York’s Russian-speaking community was celebrating the Russian New Year. Under such intense, cold eyes, imbued with the disdain of an enigmatic queen, he felt even more insignificant than the champagne bottles adorning the circular tables.




  «What makes you think I’m interested in her, Yuri?»




  Lex turned his half-shaven head toward his younger brother, his amber eyes piercing, so much so that their mother often compared them to those of a wild wolf from the Eurasian steppes.




  Yuri, a good-natured man who sometimes struggled with his towering 6’10” frame and 300 pounds, gave his older brother a knowing look, his trademark mischief laced with doubt.




  «You’ve been staring at her since the start of the evening.»




  «I’m not staring. She’s just... in my line of sight,» Lex replied, feigning indifference, though the memory of those azure eyes still gnawed at him, twisting his stomach with a complex energy.




  «Mmm... there are always beautiful women in your line of sight.»




  «I can’t help it.»




  «It’s always easier for you. Your muscles and that smoldering gaze of yours naturally draw them in. Meanwhile, I... I look like an elephant with my size and these ears that stick out. It scares them off.»




  Yuri had a knack for self-deprecation, and it was precisely this way of portraying himself that endeared him to others.




  As expected, Lex shot him a complicit smile, revealing a set of teeth so flawless and white that movie stars would envy them. It was the only perfect feature on his rugged, sun-kissed face, marked by a broken nose and strong, almost carpenter-chiseled features.




  Lex didn’t fit the conventional mold of beauty, but he exuded a certain charisma that his black-and-white tuxedo only elegantly enhanced. The man had a magnetic presence, carrying himself with a timeless air that made his thirty years seem like two centuries. His commanding serenity and the intense way he observed his surroundings often left people feeling intimidated.




  Yuri turned his hazel eyes back to Xenia, seated two tables away, regal in her chair and her midnight-blue gown. The dress, made of duchess satin, clung to her harmonious figure with a blend of softness and structure. He added, «She’s truly stunning, but besides being out of reach, I find her a bit too thin and petite for my taste. She’s the kind of woman who’d look magnificent as a statue. Sacred and cold, if not frigid.»




  At his brother’s raised eyebrow, Lex knew Yuri was imagining the young woman in bed and felt an abrupt urge to smack him on the back of the head. Because, even though this stranger vexed him with her haughty glances, he couldn’t help but find her alluring, a territory that might—just might—be accessible with enough persistence or cunning. Yet Lex seemed to have lost all the critical analysis of a seasoned hunter since laying eyes on her. It was strange, deeply unsettling, but he was mesmerized by her aura, by the curve of her pale shoulders above the bateau neckline of her dress, plunging and tightly fitted at the bust, accentuating a modest chest. And what about the graceful movements of her body whenever she shifted, the faint quiver of her painted lips when she spoke?




  Then there was the delicate curve of her long, slender neck, almost too fragile to support the heavy low chignon of black hair she wore. He couldn’t tear his eyes away, wondering how many pins held such a dense mass of hair in place. Three exquisite blue roses, whose freshness he could almost sense from where he stood, were tucked into her hairstyle, enhancing the bluish sheen of her dark, straight locks, which must have been incredibly long given the thickness of her coiffure.




  Damn! Running his fingers through it would feel like touching the heavy silk curtains of Russia’s old imperial palaces. If that thought already thrilled him, how would he feel kissing the delicate features of her barely made-up face, illuminated by a pair of diamond earrings casting solar glints across her cheeks?




  This beauty could lend her likeness to a crystal statue. A statue meant only to be admired, one her husband must surely enjoy parading around at every gala he attended. After all, wasn’t a woman the ultimate adornment for a man? With a creature like her, one must feel as powerful as Onassis in his prime!




  «You know, I’m just a small caterer from Little Odessa, but I’ve got ears everywhere,» Yuri began in a conspiratorial tone. «I know this Xenia was born in Saint Petersburg, to a very Orthodox and rather modest family. She’s twenty-four and has been a ballerina with the Mariinsky troupe since she was eighteen. In fact, she was just named a principal dancer. She spends most of her life in Saint Petersburg and on the theater stage. According to her husband, she’s currently performing the lead role in Romeo and Juliet. Charming, isn’t it?»




  Lex wasn’t surprised to learn she was a ballet dancer. Her poise, her grace, her femininity, and the confidence unique to stars of her world all screamed it. But he was curious to know what had driven her to marry Dimitri Bondarev, a Russian businessman with a network teeming with shady connections. One only had to glance at the men sharing his table and wine, squeezed into their $15,000 suits, adorned with equally extravagant watches, and closely guarded by their henchmen, to know what kind of crowd they belonged to. These mobsters barely bothered to hide from the authorities, who were themselves corrupted by the generous bribes they received as part of the deal. In certain New York neighborhoods, the law had ceased to exist.




  «Dimitri did everything to win her over after seeing her perform on stage in Saint Petersburg. A fine specimen, really, but if you ask me, she reminds me of that saying: ‘Touch her, and you’ll get burned,’» Yuri continued after downing a sip of red wine.




  «You’d have to touch her first to know if she really burns,» Lex replied, his voice deeply calm, as if he were already formulating a plan.




  «I know that strategist’s look, but listen to me: stay away from that girl, or you’ll have big problems. See the guy sitting to her right? That’s her adoptive brother, Sergei Protasov. Before becoming her husband’s associate and, more importantly, his bodyguard, he was a spetsnaz1 in the FSB2—brutal, a brawler, and highly skilled at neutralizing enemies. He has a bad reputation and tends to watch over his sister as if she were his own wife. So, you may be a valiant Marine, but you’re no match for two men powerful enough to make you disappear without a trace if you dare get too close to Xenia. I’m not joking.»




  «I know.»




  «Then why do I get the feeling you don’t care about my warning?»




  «Because you know how good I am at solving problems.»




  Xenia was doing everything in her power not to look in the direction of the tall, dark-haired man who had been watching her from afar. A man who, in her eyes, was worthy of interest, though perhaps too rugged and a bit unsettling in the way he studied her. He resembled a cat, dangerous and hungry, eyeing a poor parakeet perched in its cage.




  Yes, Xenia felt like a captive bird, paraded by her husband and brother from one soirée to the next, in front of a crowd of individuals of varying respectability. She was acutely aware that among all these tuxedos—her nickname for them—hid criminals of all kinds, so influential to the capitalist philosophy of the men around her.




  Obsessed with profit, Dimitri and Sergei cared little about the means their partners used to amass wealth, as long as the financial outcome pleased them. While she could understand this in her husband, a compulsive consumer and selfish man who compensated for his erectile issues—and thus his lack of sexuality—with a frenzy of spending and an insatiable quest for power, Xenia found this attitude utterly baffling in her brother, bound to her only by name, as he had once sworn an oath of honor to the state. Alas! Money and power had corrupted his soul, and the former FSB spetsnaz she had once known as hot-tempered but generous and loving had become paranoid, insatiable, and oppressive. If she had once loved him deeply, that love had turned into a muted hatred, locked away by the fear and submission he imposed on her.




  For four years, the young woman had been a prisoner of these two men, united in stifling her personal growth. The only place where she could escape the servitude they subjected her to was the Mariinsky Theater—a complex space of freedom and restriction where, as a principal dancer, she was both queen and slave to an adoring audience. It was a form of servitude, yes, but at least it was one she had chosen...




  Why had she realized too late that the ring on her finger symbolized a long incarceration? Why had Sergei so ruthlessly thrown her into the arms of a man who barely saw her as more than his cars, his jewelry, his tuxedos, his cigars, his furs, and his cash-filled briefcases?




  Xenia longed to break free from a disastrous union, deceptively wrapped in the guise of a fairy tale, that Russian journalists loved to glorify. But such a decision could exile her from society, destroy her career, her reputation, and even her life. For what was she without a stage in a theater?




  «You’re pale, darling. You should drink some wine to give some color to your cheeks.»




  Dimitri’s voice jolted her from her thoughts. On edge, she turned her head toward him and met his green eyes, slightly round but framed by long lashes. If her husband wasn’t the angel she had thought she was marrying when he courted her, he certainly looked the part: a well-groomed head of blond hair atop a tall, slender frame, dressed with notable care.




  The first time Sergei had taken him to the Mariinsky Theater, where she played a major role in Sleeping Beauty, he had reminded her of a Gabriel fallen from Heaven, promising her all the love in the universe. A smooth talker, a master of seduction when it came to bending even the most resistant of women. Though her initial instinct had been to flee, in her charming naivety and romantic dreams, Xenia had allowed herself to be wooed before finally yielding under Sergei’s pressure.




  Trusting appearances was a dangerous game. You could either fall into a trap or miss out on a treasure. For while her husband was nothing more than a poor devil in the body of a choirboy, the tall, dark-haired man a few meters away—far from approachable with his somewhat barbaric physique and perfectly cast as an apocalyptic horseman—seemed to be the least corrupt of all the specimens surrounding her in this room.




  Xenia picked up her glass of white wine, took a sip under her husband’s condescending gaze, and then set it down slowly. She looked at no one, only the embroidery on the cream-colored tablecloth. She was thinking. About what? About whom?




  About that stranger who hadn’t stopped watching her while chatting with his companion, a hefty giant who was equally unsettling in his own way. There was no need to scrutinize them closely to see they were related, sharing similar features and mannerisms, except perhaps for their ears, noses, and builds. While the stranger who had entered the ballroom carried himself with the confidence of a man unafraid of anything, drawing attention to his heavyweight wrestler’s frame, his relative resembled a massive snowball, ready to crush anything in its path.




  Don’t look at him! she silently urged herself.




  But unable to resist, Xenia turned her head once more toward the man. Fortunately, his attention was now focused on the people at his table, and under the glow of the chandeliers and candelabras, he presented her with a profile dominated by a broken nose—perhaps a bit too large, but lending strength to his powerful face.




  It didn’t take a clairvoyant to see a rebellious spirit in him, a daredevil best avoided at all costs.




  Suddenly, as if sensing someone studying him, the object of her attention turned his gaze toward her, locking onto hers with startling precision. This time, her reason momentarily abandoned, Xenia allowed herself to engage in a visual duel, observing him with a boldness she wasn’t proud of. The short distance between them made it impossible to discern the exact color of his eyes, but the energy radiating from them left her both impressed and ashamed. She quickly turned her head away, graceful yet abrupt, and refocused on the tablecloth, though she no longer saw it.




  This man embarrassed her as much as he intrigued her, and it left a bitter taste of frustration. She hated losing at this game, out of pride and stubbornness, though continuing it served no purpose... yet she wanted to look at him again. Over and over.




  No, he’ll get the wrong idea.




  Forcing herself to ignore him, Xenia endured a dinner that seemed endless, maintaining perfect decorum despite the inner torment. Sergei, the tall, dark-haired man with charcoal eyes seated to her left, kept bombarding her with geopolitical insights she was obliged to follow—at least outwardly—out of politeness. Inwardly, how she longed to gag him with his baked potato...




  Nearly an hour and a half had passed when the Russian orchestra welcomed a group of musicians from Moscow, invited to perform traditional music. Xenia had to admit the group excelled in their modern interpretations of popular Russian songs, but she paid them little attention, too consumed by the tingling sensation creeping up her neck once more.




  She raised her slender hand, adorned with a gold signet ring on her pinky, and began to gently massage the area, certain her body was reacting to the heat of a gaze she now recognized all too well.




  The mysterious stranger was close enough for his gaze to affect her quite profoundly.




  Good God! When will he stop?




  The young woman hesitated for a long moment before turning her head slightly to study him again, meeting his warm eyes without surprise. Once more, and against her better judgment, she engaged in a silent, distant duel with him.




  The cat watched the bird, unhurried, with a smoldering calm.




  The bird had to flee at all costs.




  Slightly dizzy from the white wine and the emotions stirred by these fleeting exchanges, Xenia didn’t wait for the first song to end before rising from the table. She addressed Dimitri and Sergei without a hint of nervousness in her voice—life with them had taught her to mask her emotions:




  «I need some air. I’ll be back shortly.»




  With a simultaneous nod, they gave their approval, and she slipped away toward the ballroom exit, revealing the full beauty of her mermaid gown, which flared elegantly, pleated from her knees to her feet like a corolla.




  Not missing a single detail, Lex felt his throat tighten as he took in the sight of her in her stunning outfit.




  She looked like a Cinderella fleeing at the stroke of midnight.




  




  

    

      1. A term referring to various special intervention units of the Russian police, Justice and Interior Ministries, military, FSB, and SVR.




      

        2. Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation, formerly known as the «KGB.»


      


    


  




  
Chapter 2




  Lex was a U.S. Marine, a gunnery sergeant whose daily life revolved around training men and women to be elite soldiers—not exactly the kind of Prince Charming you’d see chasing after a beautiful woman in a Christmas TV movie. Yet, when he saw Xenia leave her table unexpectedly, he couldn’t stop himself from following her, trailing her through the hotel corridors.




  Where are you hiding?




  He had waited five minutes before giving in to his impulse, pretending he needed to step away for something urgent, when in reality, he just wanted to see her alone, away from the crowd, away from the watchful eyes of her husband or her brother. The increasingly frequent glances she had thrown his way during dinner had intrigued him, convincing him to follow her, because contrary to his initial assumption, she wasn’t indifferent to him at all.




  Lex wandered through the Art Deco-style lobby of the luxurious hotel, searching for that stunning midnight-blue dress he knew he’d remember even thirty years from now, when the faint rustle of fabric caught his attention behind him.




  The Marine had a sharp sense of hearing, honed both in commando missions and in everyday life. He moved more easily by sound than by sight, and the soft whisper of satin alerted him to a feminine presence about four meters away.




  Bingo.




  A cascade of midnight-blue fabric shimmered before him as she stood, dreamily admiring the magnificent, oversized vintage clock that towered in the middle of the opulent space—a beacon that guests often used as a landmark in the vastness of the hotel.




  Xenia had her delicate back turned to him, though he could sense the tension knotted in her posture. She was nervous, and that intrigued him. Was it because of her husband, whose overwhelming charisma seemed to smother her own energy? Or was it something deeper? It couldn’t be just a fleeting irritation—her unease felt too old, too deeply rooted for that.




  Lex had a soul finely attuned to emotions, paired with a sharp intuition and a magnetic presence. He had inherited these traits from his mother, a native of the Ural Mountains—devout, eccentric, and renowned in her community for her love of esoteric sciences. In Little Odessa, some mocked her as an old witch, yet these same people couldn’t resist consulting her when they needed to cleanse their bodies of bad energy or find guidance through her cards and pendulum.




  His mother was a healer of both body and soul, a woman whose strength of character and ancestral aura he had always admired. As her biological and, more importantly, spiritual son, Lex had never hidden the practices he had learned from her, often using them when the circumstances of war demanded it. Among his friends, no one doubted his somewhat abstract talents, and all respected him for it.




  Just as he had once freed his comrades from their fears, Lex wanted to save this stranger from her melancholy. It wasn’t a chivalrous impulse that drove him, but a sense of duty he had felt from the very first glance they exchanged.




  Instinctively, without fully understanding his own reasons.




  Compassion and attraction, perhaps?




  Moving so quietly that she didn’t notice his approach as she continued to admire the clock—its peak adorned with a statue of the Statue of Liberty—Lex closed the distance between them. Soon, he stood behind her, just a meter away.




  Thanks to the clock’s glass face, he thought she might see his reflection, but she seemed too lost in thought to notice. She didn’t see him, but her senses easily picked up on his presence and the woody, eastern scent of his cologne, prompting her to half-turn to glimpse the intruder disturbing her reverie. Her gaze collided with his, and her surprise was unmistakable.




  Lex saw her eyes widen before she exhaled sharply in English:




  “You!”




  The exclamation sounded almost like an accusation.




  Though her startled expression was charming—especially with her rose-colored, full lips so temptingly shaped—Lex didn’t allow himself to smile. It wasn’t his style. A true Russian! his closest friends would have teased, leaning into the stereotype.




  But perhaps he should have smiled, because the sudden flash of fear in her azure eyes set off his internal alarms. He knew his imposing build, broken nose, nearly shaved head, and stern Marine instructor demeanor didn’t make for an approachable appearance. Especially not for a woman accustomed to the refined world of classical ballet. One only had to look at her husband to see she preferred fair-haired men with delicate hands, men who seemed to understand life’s primary pleasures from the safety of their ivory towers.




  “What do you want?” she demanded when he remained silent, her tone sharp, underlined by a thick accent, as she took two steps back, making her seem even smaller compared to him.




  Everything, he wanted to reply.




  Lex was startled by his own silent response but dismissed it immediately, speaking instead with the calm of a tiger tamer:




  “Good evening, I’m Alexei Lenkov.”




  She arched one of her fine black eyebrows, as if to say, And so? It was perhaps the worst opening line he could have chosen, even if it was the most basic. He needed to be more inventive, or she’d bolt to escape his company.




  “I know who you are, Xenia,” he continued, emphasizing her name with an unshakable air. “Your energy has caught my attention, and I’d like to read your tarot.”




  This time, the young woman’s expression shifted to something between astonishment and fear. He should have anticipated it and silently cursed himself for his clumsiness.




  What kind of lunatic was this guy? If Xenia thought she was full of neuroses, this man had to be either a psychopath or ridiculously bad at seduction. Did he really think he could charm women by pulling out a tarot card routine when he looked like a hitman? Seriously, with his broken nose and the small scars crisscrossing his face, this man didn’t seem like someone who made a living reading cards in a velvet-draped room scented with incense. No, he looked like a boxer, a butcher, a mover, or perhaps a member of the Russian mob. She couldn’t imagine any other professions that fit his towering, oak-like physique, likely close to two meters tall.




  “Sorry, but I don’t believe in any of that,” she finally said, a touch disdainfully.




  “Really?”




  Xenia couldn’t resist the pull of his elongated eyes and found herself drowning against her will in two amber pools, flecked with gold and brown, shifting hues depending on the surrounding light.




  That wolfish gaze, as intense as the Romani eyes she sometimes encountered in Russia, seemed capable of delving into the depths of unspoken pain, the kind that scars souls, and then healing them. It was piercing, and staring into it for too long made her dizzy.




  Deliberately, Xenia broke eye contact, her breath quickening slightly from the magnetic warmth she felt growing within her at the touch of his energy, irresistibly drawing her in.




  In the end, who was this man? Was he truly a fortune-teller, a hypnotist, or perhaps even a magician?




  “A rising star like you must have questions about her existence, no?”




  Neither of them moved an inch. They simply studied each other—he, to gauge her resistance; she, to measure his credibility.




  “I ask my questions to myself,” she said firmly.




  It was a façade, of course. This woman feared him a little but knew how to shield herself behind an unyielding confidence. Likely a survival reflex, forged by the dictatorial conditions of her profession and the constant pressure from her husband and brother.




  It had taken Lex less than a minute to grasp the despotic, megalomaniac personalities of Dimitri Bondarev and Sergei Protasov. Two men who fed off the energy of others, psychologically breaking those around them to reinforce their own authority.




  Two men who reeked of bad energy.




  “And what if you asked someone else?”




  “And what if you used your esoteric talents on another woman?”




  Without answering, Lex walked past her to a nearby armchair, positioned in front of a small table facing another seat. From the white jacket of his tuxedo, he pulled out a very old Italian tarot deck. In the hotel’s grand lobby, where the carpeted floor evoked the interior of an oriental palace and black marble pillars stood like presidential guards supporting the intricately carved ceiling, several armchairs were arranged for visitors.




  As he expected, Xenia was thrown off by his behavior and watched him as he laid out the beautiful cards on the table, his expression focused.




  Against her better judgment, she eventually approached him, her eyes fixed on his large, square hands, crisscrossed with prominent veins, and finally sat down in the chair opposite him with a rustle of satin.




  There was no need to force things on women like her; it was best to let them come of their own accord.




  Lex had won her over with curiosity but remained outwardly impassive. Smiling would have been inappropriate.




  “Where did you get these cards?” she asked, now fascinated by the intricate illustrations.




  The cards were as large as his palms, gilded with gold leaf, and well-maintained despite their age. Looking at them felt like traveling through time and space. How could this man, with fingers large enough to crush a porcelain cup with a single squeeze, handle them with such dexterity, even love?




  “My mother gave them to me when I was twelve. They were commissioned five hundred years ago by a powerful Italian family. That’s all I know, except that they’re very eloquent.”




  Xenia looked up at him through her dark lashes. This Alexei Lenkov was certainly unlike other men. An original, in his own way.




  Her gaze traveled to his head, the top covered with very short brown hair that tapered into a point at his forehead, while the sides were shaved. The military-style haircut hardened his face even more. A shame, really—his hair seemed to have a wonderful texture, gleaming with a rich, chocolate-brown intensity.




  Her blue eyes then moved down the line of his nose, broken at the bridge, giving it an uneven shape, then to the prominence of his high cheekbones, slightly Asiatic, before settling on the curves of his mouth. His lips were rather full, not overly so, almost soft in the midst of his rugged features.




  Xenia felt her throat go dry and abruptly snapped out of her contemplation when he asked her, this time in Russian:




  “Do you have a question to ask?”




  She didn’t know why he had switched languages—perhaps because Russian suited the now-mystical atmosphere enveloping them.




  The young woman shook her head, but this didn’t faze her companion in the slightest.




  “Then I’ll interpret freely. Split the deck in two and choose one, he instructed, holding out the stack of cards he had just gathered in his hand.”




  She complied, taking care not to brush his fingers. The next moment, Lex turned over the top three cards from the chosen stack, laying them face-up on the table.




  Xenia leaned in slightly, holding her breath as she took in the illustrations. The first card depicted ten gold coins intertwined with laurel leaves; the second showed a blond man in medieval armor, crowned and armed with a sword and shield, seated on a golden throne in a formal pose. Finally, the third featured a cherub perched on a blue cloud, holding a red sun above its head.




  Frowning slightly, Lex studied the cards in silence before lifting his head to meet her gaze. When he began to speak, still in Russian, his naturally deep, slightly rough voice resonated with a sagacity that pinned her to her seat, almost paralyzed.




  “Ten of Pentacles upright, King of Swords reversed, and the Sun reversed. The first card signifies professional success, but when reversed, it suggests failure. The second represents authority, and when reversed, it turns into selfishness, even danger. The last card symbolizes harmony between the masculine and feminine, success in love, and strength of body and spirit. Reversed, it points to loneliness, an uncertain future, and an unhappy relationship.”




  Watching Xenia’s reaction, Lex thought she had turned to stone.




  “Now, if I let my interpretations flow freely, based on what I know about you, I see that your already well-established career will soon reach its peak. Through your natural perseverance, you’ll achieve your goals… but don’t let yourself be overwhelmed by a stifling environment, perhaps a domineering influence, that hurts you and traps you in a harmful unhappiness that stifles your personal growth. You have a beautiful aura, Xenia, but there are people who might take pleasure in destroying it.”




  As if someone had jabbed her with a pin, Xenia shot up from her seat like a spring, nearly toppling it backward.




  Too accustomed to such spontaneous reactions, Lex didn’t even bother to feign surprise, watching her with complete calm. Xenia’s cheeks were now flushed, and her blue eyes sparked with anger.




  “If you think I’m some fragile girl, you’re dead wrong! I won’t let anyone destroy me, and I certainly won’t let a stranger spout nonsense about me!” she countered, switching to Russian for the first time, which added a fiery edge to her words.




  She was baring her claws. Clearly, his interpretation had pricked her pride, striking at the heart of her vulnerabilities.




  A logical reaction. People always flinched when someone touched an open wound.




  As impassive as a steel door, he replied as she clutched her waist, visibly upset:




  “You know I’m right, Xenia.”




  She shot him another sharp look, searching her mind for the best retort to hurl in such circumstances, then seemed to think better of it, turning on her heel with a disdainful rustle of fabric to return to the ballroom.




  Lex wasn’t offended. He had expected as much—she was rather sensitive.




  “You can easily find me in Little Odessa during the week. Everyone knows my mother, Nadejda Lenkov,” he called after her. “We live on Brighton 2nd Street.”




  He saw her pause for a moment, without turning around, then continue on her way as if she hadn’t heard him.




  For the first time, Lex allowed himself a smile.




  Chapter 3




  About fifteen minutes later, Lex reappeared in the ballroom to the sound of the famous, timeless, and deeply stirring Russian song Ochi Chernye.




  Dark Eyes.




  Instinctively, a shiver of nostalgia coursed through him, his blood quickened, and his heart pounded with the fierce love he felt for his roots. The Ural Mountains, the snow of Saint Petersburg, the kokoshniks and sarafans of Russian women, and the colorful domes of churches all flooded his mind. Russia was calling to him with all its soul through those passionate, loving lyrics, through eyes—not dark—but a blue as nuanced and hypnotic as the tempestuous waves painted by Ivan Aivazovsky.




  Seated once again between her husband and her brother, Xenia cast a brief glance at Lex as he reentered, then, still appearing slightly ruffled, lost herself in the contemplation of the orchestra. For her, it was indeed the amber eyes of this strange man that caused her an irrepressible, embarrassing stirring—so much so that she would have preferred to faint on the spot rather than endure the pull of his magnetism.




  “Well?” Yuri discreetly inquired once his older brother had settled back into his chair at their now half-occupied table.




  Lex betrayed nothing of his inner satisfaction and replied with a neutral air:




  “Nothing.”




  “Liar. She came back completely shaken.”




  “Really?”




  “As if you didn’t know. What did your reading say?”




  “Everything she already knows.”




  “Mmm… that her husband and brother are bastards?” Yuri whispered, casting a scrutinizing glance toward the table in question.




  “Among other things, though I’m not as vulgar as you.”




  “Oh, please!”




  Thunderous laughter suddenly erupted from Xenia’s side as her brother abruptly stood, a bottle of whiskey in hand, taking a generous swig straight from the neck.




  Lex felt as though he could taste the sanitized burn of the alcohol in his own throat, then experienced a wave of discomfort when Sergei Protasov’s hazy gaze accidentally met his. Instantly, an enigmatic smile curled the thick lips of the man, like a hint of a greeting, while a spark of bravado gleamed in his steely eyes.




  Trouble was brewing.




  Lex noticed Sergei’s companions stirring, waving wads of cash in their hands, their incoherent shouts barely audible beneath the musical veil. Only Xenia’s now-worried expression alerted him to an event he would be drawn into against his will.




  “Hey, boy!” Sergei called out loudly in Russian, addressing Lex as he began crossing the distance between them.




  Boy? Lex nearly laughed—they were likely the same age.




  With the insolent composure of Charles Bronson in Once Upon a Time in the West, he watched his approaching interlocutor, sizing up his build with an expert eye. Yes, there was no other way to describe this former Russian special forces operative—just as tall and broad as Lex, with a swaggering, confident stride, a menacing gaze, and an arrogant smile. The man’s bearing proved he knew his capabilities, his limits, and had long erased the words “fear” or “resignation” from his vocabulary. He was an elite soldier, a survivor, as solid as a reinforced concrete wall. The brave, explosive type who enjoyed flirting with death. The kind of man Lex himself was, minus the tempestuous nature and stubborn arrogance.




  “Hello,” Sergei continued in his booming voice, stopping three steps away from Lex, whiskey bottle still in hand, the first buttons of his white shirt undone over a bull-like neck. “I’ve got a deal for you.”




  Without flinching, though he loathed the overly familiar tone, the Marine studied his counterpart silently for a long moment. When the other man realized their temperaments were evenly matched, Lex finally replied with nonchalance:




  “What kind?”




  There was no need to consult the cards to know that Sergei Protasov wanted to challenge him in a test of strength, purely for the satisfaction of asserting a reputation for might that Lex did not question. After all, the spetsnaz were renowned for their brutal training, feats that some branches of the U.S. military wouldn’t even consider. These Russian soldiers could break bricks with their heads, walk on fire, or bend iron bars with their sheer strength. Superhuman exploits to those who struggled to unscrew a jar of pickles, but merely notable performances in Lex’s eyes. Training and courage were the only keys to such feats.




  “My brother-in-law bet $20,000 that you could beat me in an arm-wrestling match,” Sergei informed him with an enigmatic smirk.




  Despite the imposing figure in his field of vision, Lex caught sight of Dimitri watching them intently from his table. After scrutinizing him for a few seconds, Lex remarked with a touch of irony in his voice:




  “He’s optimistic.”




  “That’s what I told him. I bet the same amount that I’d crush you.”




  With his fiery eyes, Lex held Sergei’s cloudy gaze in a suffocating silence that unsettled Yuri and the other onlookers.




  “Interesting. But I don’t usually let others win… especially when I have nothing to gain from it.”




  Sergei’s smirk seemed frozen on his rugged, typically Slavic face, carved with symmetry and vigor. He wasn’t handsome or ugly, rather ordinary compared to more captivating faces, but he exuded a commanding presence and inspired the kind of respect and fear strong, fiery men often do. That suited Lex just fine—he liked this kind of opponent.




  “If you win,” Sergei continued, his sardonic tone betraying how impossible he found the notion, “you walk away with the $20,000 I bet against you. If you lose, you’ll only have wasted your energy for the night.”




  The sum made the onlookers’ eyes widen, especially Yuri’s, who, like Lex, earned that amount only after months of hard work. Lex, however, merely snorted before replying in a tone of indifference that outraged more than a few:




  “I’m not interested.”




  “Excuse me?”




  As he spat out the question, Sergei placed the whiskey bottle on the Lenkov brothers’ table with a gesture that was just a bit too forceful. While the surrounding music muffled the conversation from afar, it didn’t entirely mask the dull thud of the bottle hitting the table, startling a few nearby. It would take more than that to rattle Lex, who guessed the alcohol had likely dulled his opponent’s senses. After a brief visual inspection, he replied in a tone as calm as the Neva under snow:




  “I don’t wrestle drunk men. It’d be too easy for me.”




  This time, Sergei examined him with widened, hardened eyes before bursting into a thunderous laugh that cracked through the air like lightning in a summer sky.




  “I’m perfectly capable of arm-wrestling, and I want to face you!”




  The peremptory tone, leaving no room for alternatives, irritated Lex, though he showed no sign of it.
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