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Hannah Taylor

Under the Billionaire's Domination

parts 5-6


1. Love Troubles
Charles de Gaulle Airport
The clouds are low, and the horizon is gray. The tears haven't stopped streaming down my friend Anabelle's face ever since she came to meet me at the airport after my trip home from Shanghai. The piece of news she just announced set off a storm in my mind. It's like a bolt of lightning has singed my heart. I've been standing here, paralyzed, for minutes.
Jules. Our dear Jules, our dearest friend in good times and bad. Has he really disappeared? Kidnapped, as Anabelle says? From my own studio apartment? My heart has been burned to cinders. I can barely feel Chris's hand as he presses it against my back in an attempt to comfort me.
I look up at him. His steely gaze could bore through stone. I've never seen him like this before; with his high cheekbones and eyes flecked with green and gold, he's like a wolf ready to devour any enemy unlucky enough to cross his path. I can tell that he feels responsible for exposing me and my friends to the danger that hounds him.
Being a multibillionaire architect may well make him an object of envy, but the mysterious danger affronting him left and right is far beyond what any ordinary man could withstand.
To think that just half an hour ago, we were sitting in business class on an Air China flight, entwined in a tender embrace, feeling like we didn't have a care in the world, and the future was ours. Chris has promised me that he'd find a way around the need for secrecy that haunts our relationship. As ambassador for the mythic Goldstein Competition, revealing his relationship with me, as one of the contestants, would disqualify me from the competition and ruin his reputation. And I couldn't imagine withdrawing from this competition—it's like the Holy Grail for any aspiring architecture student.
But all these thoughts feel far away, now. The change was brutal and unexpected. I had thought all the dangers we survived in Shanghai were finally behind us, never to be heard from again. But now I can't shake the image of Jules in distress: where is he? Is he all right? Is he still alive? I can't help but think about the fact that if I hadn't met Christopher, Jules would be here with us. But I quickly come back to my senses. It's unfair to think that. Chris had nothing to do with all this, and I'll never regret meeting him.
The hustle and bustle in the terminal wakes me from my reverie. There's not a minute to lose! I have to see what's happened to my apartment as quickly as possible and talk with the police. Discreetly, my gaze meets Chris's. It's torture, but we'll have to part ways for now. There is no official reason for Christopher Lord to accompany Lucie Lerner, a mere competition candidate, to help her with her personal problems. We still have to pretend.
"Monsieur Lord, thank you so much for your company during the flight. Unfortunately I have to be going, but I look forward to seeing you at the next Goldstein challenge."
"The pleasure was mine, Mademoiselle Lerner. I hope your troubles are resolved quickly."
Our eyes say everything we can't in words. Having to lie like this breaks our hearts. And yet, we have to... but for how much longer?
I follow Anabelle out into the parking garage, and we hop into her old Fiat 500. She floors it all the way into the city, beneath the gray, menacing sky. Her tires screech as she pulls up in front of my building and her little car bounces to a stop with two tires on the sidewalk. We take the stairs two at a time. When we arrive at my landing, I freeze in front of the door to my studio. My heart skips a beat when I see how badly it had been damaged during the break-in. Fortunately, Anabelle put a padlock on it. I’m lucky to be able to count on my friends like that! She unlocks it, but I hesitate, afraid of what I might find. Slowly, I put my hand on the doorknob.
I push on it.
The door swings open by itself. I close my eyes and take a few steps forward. I can feel that Anabelle is right behind me, and her presence is reassuring. I open my eyes. My chest tightens. I wasn't expecting this: everything has been turned upside down. It's like my apartment has been ravaged by a typhoon. My eyes scan the floor, the upturned furniture, the books lying open and trampled, my clothes scattered like a multicolored carpet; the sofa is ripped apart, the walls look like they were sliced open with knives; the kitchen is completely destroyed and the dishes smashed.
I can't help it: I start to tremble, and my eyes well with tears. But, I have to stay strong. Anabelle has crouched down to start picking up the detritus. I pull out my cell phone to call a locksmith. That seems like the top priority. Then, without saying a word, I get down on the floor and start helping Anabelle clean up. The locksmith arrives quickly with a replacement door: steel-reinforced.
"I really admire you, Lucie," Anabelle says. "You're so calm. You're staying so pulled together while you deal with all this. It's really amazing."
"Oh, Anna; I wish. Actually I'm totally devastated. My mind is numb. I'm trying not to think about anything. It's just that Jules's face is haunting me."
With those words, Anabelle dabs her eyes. What to do, what to think when your best friend disappears? The police were the ones that told his parents. We decided to call them afterwards, to see how they were doing. Even though they had just kicked Jules out of the house after he came out to them, all of that seems completely ridiculous in light of such a traumatic event. They seem totally shattered. We try to reassure them as well as we can. But, just like Chris, I find it difficult to suppress a sense of guilt. They lashed out at my friend to attack Chris, which means I'm a link in this terrible chain that brought harm to Jules. If anything bad happens to him, I'll never be the same again.
Feeling the need for a little comfort, I call Chris. Will he decide that this is one problem too many and distance himself from me in order to simplify his life and work? I try to reach him on the encrypted line that we use to speak freely.
He answers on the first ring. In the background, I hear voices and movement.
"Lucie? How's it going? Tell me everything."
"Thanks, Chris. I... I... I'm fine. Don't worry. I'm really worried. Jules didn't deserve this. He was just so..."
"Don't talk about him in the past tense."
"You're right. Are there people there?"
"I'm preparing my personnel."
"Your ‘personnel?’ What are you talking about?"
"I can't just stand back and let something like this happen."
"But the police are dealing with it, aren't they?"
"The police? Lucie, these men are after me - so it's up to me to do something. They've hurt me too much, and they've hurt you too much. And now your best friend. They've gone too far. I'll destroy them, Lucie. They won't get away with this," he says, with a rumble of suppressed rage.
I've never heard Chris sound like this before.
"Listen to me, Lucie," he continues in an icy tone. "No one does this to the people who matter the most to me. I never want to see you in tears again. It kills me to feel responsible for all this."
"But you're not, Chris! It's those men who are to blame. Your only crime was wanting to clean up the Lord Corporation!"
"Maybe so, but if it weren't for me, Jules would be safe and sound. End of story."
On the other end of the line, I hear a man's voice addressing Chris.
"Hold on a second, Lucie."
In a loud, commanding voice, Chris speaks to the people around him.
"Call Michael; tell him to bring more men. I'll free up some additional funds. Finding this man is our priority."
"Yes, Mr. Lord. I'll contact him right away."
I sense a deep mutual respect between Chris and the people who work for him. I'm starting to understand that one doesn't become Christopher Lord by chance. He's an exceptional leader, who appreciates the humanity in everyone. Few are like him. Too many of the rich and powerful revel in their own authority to sate their vanity.
"Sorry, Lucie."
"Oh no, Chris, I..."
"I have to tell you something else."
His determined tone worries me...
"I can't stand not being able to support you. What I want right now is to be by your side."
"I know. It's torture; you're so far away…"
"No, Lucie. There's a solution. A very simple solution."
"What? What are you thinking?"
"You're too important to me, Lucie. The Goldstein Competition is nothing compared to you."
"I... I don't understand what you mean, Chris."
"I'm resigning from my responsibilities as the competition ambassador, Lucie. It's the only way for us to be together without having to hide."
"What? But... But, what about your reputation? And your public image? What will people say? And what about the honor of being chosen to be the Goldstein ambassador? That only happens once in a lifetime, Chris! There's no telling what this will do to your career... You can't do this. I won't let you. If you resign, I'll quit the competition. You have more to lose than I do. If one of us has to make a sacrifice, it should be me."
"Don't be silly, Lucie. You can't make this decision for me. I have to bear it alone."
"But..."
"I have to go, Lucie. I have an important meeting. And I have to call the director of the Goldstein Foundation. I'll destroy all these obstacles, Lucie. Everything that's keeping me from putting my arms around you."
"No, Chris! No!"
"Talk to you soon, Lucie. I can't stop thinking about you."
And then he hangs up.
***
OEBPS/nav.xhtml


        

          Sommaire



          

            		

              Début de l'extrait

            



          



        

        

          Liste des pages



          

            		

              Page 1

            



            		

              Page 2

            



            		

              Page 3

            



            		

              Page 4

            



            		

              Page 5

            



            		

              Page 6

            



            		

              Page 7

            



            		

              Page 8

            



            		

              Page 9

            



            		

              Page 10

            



            		

              Page 11

            



            		

              Page 12

            



            		

              Page 13

            



            		

              Page 14

            



            		

              Page 15

            



            		

              Page 16

            



            		

              Page 17

            



            		

              Page 18

            



            		

              Page 19

            



          



        

      

OEBPS/images/conseil_A-Billionaires-Charms-Parts-1-3.jpg
LIS SWANN
o

=5
=
=

S

INAIRE'S

)

22
SRR
N =¢S
DR
< Q2

=
z
&S

w






OEBPS/images/conseil_Under-the-Billionaires-Control-Vol-1-3.jpg
AN | MEGAN | MEGAN
HAROLD | HAROLD

oa






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
TAYLOR

NDERTHEBLUOARES

Addictive @ Publishing





OEBPS/images/conseil_The-Billionaires-Secret-part-1.jpg
KATE B. JACOBSON

THE BILLIONAIRE’S
=






OEBPS/images/conseil_Pack-Obeying-My-Billionaire-Serie-1-3.jpg
=
=
=
<
=
=
~

CHLOE WILKOX

"'|§;f>A35

OBE WARE
MYB%/?;

CHLOE

5 | 33
BN

i
NE
R
§ Q§

OBEYING
M ELLIOVARE ~ WILKOX






OEBPS/images/conseil_Pack-Under-The-Billionaires-Power-1-3.jpg
OWELL

HIMOAS

SIYIYNOITTIA FHI ¥7aNT

HIMOS

SJUIYNOITIIE FHL 47aNT

HFAMOS

SAHIYNOITIIE JHL §70MT

1| L. POWELL | L. POWELL

—
=]
==
)
=
-
—
(T
==t
X
=
E=)
==}
=E
=
S
=

HEATHES
L POWEL






