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Hannah Taylor

Under the Billionaire's Domination

Parts 3-4


1. Out of Sight, Famished Heart
Christopher is gone.
The big black sedan, the same one that brought him to the door of my little apartment, sped off toward the horizon. Christopher, the world-renowned architect at the head of Lord Corporation, a gargantuan multinational concern. Christopher, who was appointed as this year’s ambassador of the prestigious Goldstein Competition—a veritable Nobel Prize within the world of architecture—in which I am participating, alongside nine other brilliant candidates.
Christopher, who came to surprise me in my little student efficiency apartment in Paris. And he saw Jules. Jules, my best friend, who’s like a brother to me. Jules, whose parents threw him out on the street when he told them that he was gay, who has been living with me ever since, and who stepped out of the shower stark naked at the worst possible moment just when Christopher turned up unexpectedly at my apartment.
Obviously, he took one glance at the scene... and he left. He thought he understood. And that’s how my life fell apart in a matter of seconds. Christopher, the man with whom I had developed a bond that defied all reason, a bond so strong it made me risk my participation in the competition, and led him to risk his reputation.
Christopher, whom I’d just begun calling Chris.
It’s as if it happened just yesterday.
I wake up in the morning with a clouded mind—like a hangover, even though I didn’t have anything to drink. Every morning is the same, since that day.
My studio is still in the gentle light of early morning, and I can hear Jules as he finishes getting dressed. His has an early shift at the hospital today; a nurse’s life is anything but restful. He gives me a smile that’s sweet, simple and sympathetic.
“Good morning, Lucie. Are your nights any better? Are you getting a little sleep now?”
“Hey, Julo. Mmm... Is there any coffee?”
“Sure, sure. I made a triple dose. It’s in the pot, still warm.” He pauses, then continues, “Listen, I could bring you something from the hospital to help you sleep, if you want. We have this over-the-counter, plant-based supplement. It’ll just make it a little easier to fall asleep.”
“Thanks Julo, that’s nice of you, but everything’s okay. Don’t worry about me.”
“You know, Lucie, I know I’ve said it before, but if it’s too much for me to be here...”
I give him a weak little smile and smooth his cheek with the back of my hand. Poor guy. I know that he genuinely feels bad about everything, and blames himself—even though it wasn’t his fault. It was just an unlucky coincidence... One of those tricks of fate that turns your life upside-down.
I get out of bed and head toward the kitchenette. Without thinking, I finger the pendant hanging around my neck, turning it over and over between my index finger and thumb. Christopher gave me this pendant after our last night together. It’s clearly not an ordinary piece of jewelry—it’s not the kind of thing you’d find at a jewelry store. Any other man in Christopher’s place would have given me some sort of extravagant bauble, like a bracelet or a ring from one of those fancy designers you only ever see in magazines. But… this pendant feels like it has some special significance. I can’t even say what sort of material it’s made of. Its style is totally foreign to me, and the little inscriptions are in a language I don’t recognize. Christopher is a man who never does anything halfway. If there was ever a time when he gave me a piece of his heart, this object was probably its clearest representation.
And then I screwed everything up!
My eyes brim with tears. How many messages have I left him since then? How many explanations? But as my machine-mediated explanations multiplied one after another, I started to feel more and more ridiculous. I need to be able to talk to him face to face! Did he listen to even one of my messages? He’s a reasonable man. I know he’ll understand... After the amazing things we shared, it can’t all just disappear like that...
But I have to imagine that, to him, I broke the contract. And that was the kiss of death.
“See you tonight, Lucie!” Jules interrupts my thoughts. “Oh, wait, sorry. I mean tomorrow. Tonight, I’m sleeping at Noah’s.”
“Huh? Oh, Okay. See you tomorrow, then, Julo. Have a good day.”
The door closes, and I’m left alone with the radio. Something apparently hilarious, because everyone is cracking up in-between two insipid little songs. I turn it off. The silence feels good. I pick up the coffee pot and pour myself a steaming hot cup. I’m almost hypnotized by the dark liquid.
Oh, my contract with Christopher... I had long dreamed and imagined—wrongly—that it amounted to a kind of submission. At the time, I had turned its eight articles over and over in my mind as I tried to fall asleep at night, as I stared up at the ceiling.
Secrecy, sharing our desires and fantasies, devotion to one another’s total pleasure, mutual exclusivity...
I could even add an article of my own choosing! All of my apprehensions about the contract seem laughable today, now that all that remains of Christopher are memories and regrets…
Come on, Lucie, toughen up! I have to start thinking straight. And I have so much work to do!
Fortunately, there’s that. There’s that, and my friends from the competition, Jack and Fiorenza, whom I can’t wait to see again. Of course, I’d prefer to avoid Elaine, a social climber who happens to be a brilliant architect, and who has been playing an unpleasant game of “hot and cold” with me.
Above all, I don’t know how I’m going to be able to continue with this competition when I’m going to have to keep crossing paths with Christopher. What a nightmare. Well, anyway, it’s possible that I’ll be eliminated. Any day now, we’ll be getting the results from the first challenge of the competition: that incredible floating museum in San Francisco Bay. The least impressive candidate will be eliminated. Zip! Au revoir! Thank you and goodbye! You’re out! I gesticulate wildly with my hands as I’m thinking all this to myself.
Ouch! I burned myself with the coffee—just what I needed. There you have it: right when I need a nurse, he’s out of sight! Jules, it’s incredible. Even you’re not there when I need you! Well, don’t panic; now’s not the time. A little aloe and it’ll be okay.
Meanwhile, I can’t help thinking and thinking about one last thing that I haven’t tried yet. In the contract, there was a clause that mentioned a special means of communication. By video, email, or chat, but... in secret. Hidden. An immediate link between us over an ultra-secure server, with the obligation to respond instantaneously. I have no idea how all of that works, but hey—the head honcho at Lord Corporation probably knows what he’s talking about.
Anyway, I’ve only used it once, the day when Christopher stated the terms of the contract to me. But, today, I don’t dare contact him like this. I think… I think I’m afraid that if he doesn’t answer, it’ll be official: our contract, and the relationship that went with it, is over...
Go on! I take a deep breath. My heart is pounding in my chest. I’ve got nothing else to lose; what could possibly be worse than what I’m feeling right now?
I sit down cross-legged on the sofa. What time is it? A glance at the clock tells me that it’s 6:07, on the nose. Still pretty early. But, if this fancy internet connection really works, and the contract is still valid, then it shouldn’t be an issue. And besides, what time is it in San Francisco, where Christopher is? Nine hours earlier. Maybe he’s sitting down to dinner, on his terrace with the extraordinary view, at Villa Boinat, with the pine trees and the glimmering reflections of the Pacific Ocean as his only company. Or maybe, as is so often the case, he’s traveling in some exotic locale. Dubai again? Or Bangkok? I think I heard Alan Slyde, his friend and collaborator who’s just a little too creepy for my taste, talking about a project in Thailand...
Whatever, at this point, who cares what time it is! All right. Here we go. I open my browser and type the web address that Christopher gave to me.
It’s loading...
Suddenly, a series of numbers appears, blinking as they speed across the screen. The screen goes white, and then a program automatically installs on my computer. It all happens in a matter of seconds. Jeez, what is this? A virus or something? I hope I didn’t break anything. Fortunately, I always back up all of my work. A second later, a program launches all by itself. The screen goes black. It gives me an unpleasant feeling. Nothing happens. I click. Nothing.
I press a few keys at random. Still nothing.
What is this program, anyway? My anxiety turns into exasperation. I attempt a little “Uh... hello?”
Silence.
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