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"He didn’t love like a love song—sweet and overplayed. He loved like an encore—wild, unplanned, demanded by something deeper than choice."



— Eli Winters, lead singer of Violet Sins 









  
  
Chapter 1




Okay, so maybe desperate wasn't the right word for how Lucien was feeling. 

It was more like homicidal desperation, that type of desperation that turned into killing sprees if he didn't catch a break at this point, mostly because he was pretty much at his wit's end. The job market had crawled to an agonizingly slow pace and this final interview would be his last hope if he wanted to stay in Toronto, a cesspool he'd learn to call home.

Lucien's smile turned strained as he stared around the questionable warehouse, the walls were covered in yellowish-green stains and the sole of his right foot was sticking to the floors. Two people dressed in ill-fitted suits peered over his resume, one with a thick pot belly, his suit bursting at the seams while the other was thin and hawkish. "And you're from Saint-Bernard-des-Bois?" the hawkish man asked, but he struggled with the French name.

"Oui–Ah, yes," Lucien stuttered, trying to remember where he was. Most Torontonians didn't speak French regularly and the ones who did usually yelled at him. 

"Do you have any experience working in a factory?" the larger man asked, eyeing him above the rim of his glasses.

"Non, ah—my parents owned a farm in Saint-Bernard-des-Bois and I have extensive experience with the farm animals—"

"Son," the big man cut in. "I asked if you had any experience in factory work. This may be a chicken farm, but most of the work you'll be doing will be inside a factory. Assembly line, machine operators, sorting and counting, cleaning and sanitizing, that's the type of person that I need." 

So, he probably shouldn't mention he used to be a cow masseuse. 

Lucien's heart sank. He should've read the application more thoroughly. "Oui, je'suis—" He cleared his throat. "I am sorry, I ah… am new here. Factory work I can do. I promise. Whatever you need, I'm your man." He forced a smile.

The man frowned. "Do you have any other experience that is applicable to the job? I see you only have farm work and hockey Coach, it also says you graduated from Carleton University with honors…"

Lucien dropped out after one semester, but he wasn't going to tell them that.

"Oui! I have studied at Carleton University and came here to pursue a career in becoming a hockey Coach. I don't have any factory experience as of yet, but I'm a good worker. I promise you won't be disappointed. I firmly believe that being the sprinkle on someone's cupcake is important, yeah know? It's the little things that make life sweeter!" 

They stared at him incredulously.

The hawkish guy forced a smile. "We'll call you." 

Lucien flinched as the metal door was slammed shut in his face. Well, that certainly could've gone better. He sighed, checking the time, and cursed when he realized he was late for his next job. Lucien hopped onto his bike and sped down the streets.

As he rounded the corner Kensington Market hit him like a tidal wave. Street vendors shouted their wares, colorful stalls brimmed with exotic fruits and handmade crafts, and the air buzzed with honking horns and animated chatter, making his stomach backflip in sensory overload. It had only been six months since he moved here and Lucien was already choking down the bitter taste of defeat. He missed his home. His farm. His parents, hell even the cows were a welcome sight as opposed to someone retching or urinating three feet away from him. The quaint life he'd had in Saint-Bernard-des-Bois had imploded the minute his father, the only pastor of their parish found out about his sexuality. 

He shoved those thoughts aside and weaved through the crowded sidewalks, the hum of city life was overwhelming and relentless. The scent of street food—everything from sizzling sausages to fragrant spices—clashed with the acrid smell of exhaust fumes. Lucien dodged a group of tourists admiring a street artist's mural and swerved around a dog walker whose furry companion seemed to take an inexplicable interest in his bike. He barely noticed the flickering neon signs of trendy boutiques and eclectic shops as he focused on reaching his destination.

Finally, he skidded to a stop in front of a small café tucked away in a quieter corner of the market. The café was a modest, unassuming place with a faded sign that read "Vegan Delights." Its charm was overshadowed by a slightly shabby appearance. The large windows were fogged with steam, and the doorbell jingled with a faint, tinny sound as he entered.

Inside, the café was quaint but smelled of stale pastries and weak coffee. Lucien glanced around, noticing the mismatched furniture and the half-hearted attempts at decoration. The vegan donuts, he knew from experience, tasted faintly of chalk, and the food had a way of turning stale within hours. But it was a place he had come to know well, thanks to his friend's aunt who let him live upstairs at a discounted rate. In return, he kept the café's back end tidy, a task that was often thankless but necessary.

"Lucien!" a voice called the second and put his knapsack down.

"Oui! Ah–yes!" Lucien jumped, hurrying to put on his uniform. Mrs. Ashford's frizzy red hair came into view, popping up from behind the counter, her wardrobe could be described as a bohemian hipster, she wore flowing maxi skirts, layered patterned tops, and vintage leather jackets. Add a wide-brimmed hat, eclectic jewelry, and round sunglasses and she was the full packet. 

"So…" she said with a tight smile. "How did it go?"

"Fine," Lucien responded hastily, her direct gaze reminded him too much of his own mother and he forced himself to look away. "I'll get to the cleaning immediately and—"

"Yeah… about that…" Mrs. Ashford rubbed her head. "I'm sorry to say this kid, but we're going under. You know how it is, the government is trying to put me out of business, I heard they're moving a Starbucks down the street, it's all piss luck if you asked me."

Lucien's stomach sank.

For the past few months, hardly any customers have come in, despite Lucien standing outside all day with a large sign advertising, "Buy One, Get One Free—Because Even Our Donuts Are Trying to Save the Planet (and Your Wallet)." Okay, don't panic. He'd figure something out, there was still time. She squeezed his arm, giving him a sad smile. "So…" she drawled. "My son is moving back with his new wife and he needs the room upstairs. I know your situation, kid, but I'm dying to meet my granddaughter, so how about this? I can give you the end of the month to figure yourself out and then you can move out?"

"The end of the month?" Lucien squeaked. "That's in two weeks!"

Mrs. Ashford stared at him. "Yeah, that should be more than enough time. I thought you said you have family in Saint-Bernard-des-Bois?"

Who disowned me for being gay! Lucien almost shouted at her but clamped down on his bottom lip hard. Panic must have flared across his face because she continued to pat his arm lovingly. "Don't worry, a young man like you won't struggle. I promise you," she chuckled. "All right, finish up your cleaning and you can take the night off. I'm doing Scrabble with the girls, and you know how Elle likes to cheat… just be thankful you're not her opponent this time. Last week, she tried to play 'quizzaciously' with a double word score!"

Two weeks. Jesus, Lucien's entire body felt numb as he cleaned, trudging through the brownish water Mrs. Ashford promised she wasn't serving to the customers and the roaches that always seemed to appear no matter how many times Lucien sprayed them. He went to wipe down the door and jumped at the red paper pinned there. 

It read, "Notice of Closure," in bold, black letters. Below, it detailed the reasons for the closure—critical health violations had been found. Lucien finished cleaning, not that it helped much since the place was undoubtedly a dump. He hopped on his bike and rode it to the nearest park, sitting down on the cold bench and eating his stale chicken salad sandwich he'd made that morning. Life in the big city wasn't at all like he thought it would be and he felt like a fool racing here with dreams to become something bigger.

His phone buzzed in his pocket and Lucien sighed when he saw his brother's name flashing on the scene. "Hello?"

"Lucien," Derek huffed. "Comment as-tu été ? Es-tu en sécurité ? You never pick up your phone, I was calling you all day." 

"I'm fine," Lucien replied, his voice dull. "How's mother and father?"

"Très bien!" Derek replied. "They miss you, father says all you have to do is repent and you can come back. Don't worry, I talked them down and they'll—"

"Repent…" Lucien forced the word out. "And what have I done wrong, Derek?"

Derek went quiet and Lucien knew he wasn't going to get the answer he needed. Derek moved out of their farmhouse the second he'd gotten married, he didn't know the type of hell he endured from his father once his sexuality came to light. Lucien knew Derek only kept in touch with him to keep up with appearances in their church study groups and his in-laws. Nobody from Saint-Bernard-des-Bois knew that pastor Pierre De la Lemieux's son was gay. All they thought was that Lucien had left for the big city to pursue his dream of becoming a hockey player.

"I'm busy Derek, I'll have to call you later—"

"Wait," Derek said. "Don't stay there anymore. Come home. Mom misses you, Rex is beside himself with worry. Please, don't do this anymore. We can help you."

Well… at least the dog was worried about him.

Lucien's heart panged at the mention of Rex, the golden retriever who had followed him everywhere on the farm when he was a kid and Lucien's eyes stung at the thought of never seeing him again. "I'm fine. Really. Good deeds are like seeds—plant 'em, and watch happiness sprout…" Tears brimmed in his eyes. "Tell them I'm fine, living a fancy life in Toronto, with new friends and a new fancy job."

"Lucien…" Derek huffed.

"Au revoir." Lucien hung up, dropping the phone onto his lap. He sighed, putting his head in his hands and fisting his black curls. Mon Dieu! He had no idea what he was going to do. Everything was a mess. He'd come here with the only goal in mind to become a famous hockey player. His semester at Carlson University had been a bust, he was nineteen and had no fucking idea what he was doing with his life, but he'd rather die than go back to his parent's house, the thought made his throat constrict. A strange smell filled his nostrils and Lucien frowned, looking up, he saw an apartment in the distance with smoke billowing from a window.

Holy shit! It was on fire. 

Lucien jumped up from the park bench and raced toward the fire. People were fleeing the apartment building, their faces etched with panic. 

"Please help! There's a child up there!" someone cried out.

"Where?" Lucien shouted, scanning the chaotic scene.

"Second floor! Hurry!"

Lucien didn't hesitate. He dashed towards the inferno, the intense heat radiating against his skin as he pushed through the building's entrance. Inside, the smoke was thick and stifling, making it hard to see. He could barely make out the outline of a child huddled on the floor, their mop of blond hair barely visible amidst the swirling gray.

Lucien's heart raced as he maneuvered through the dense smoke, his lungs burning with each breath. He spotted the child, who was curled up in a ball, eyes wide and unseeing. Without a second thought, Lucien scooped up the trembling kid and bolted towards the exit. The flames crackled and roared around him, but he kept his focus on getting out.

He burst through the building's front door, the cool night air a slap to his cheek. His legs felt like lead as he stumbled onto the street, the child cradled tightly in his arms. Emergency responders rushed forward, taking the child from him and wrapping them in a blanket, while paramedics attended to Lucien.

The child passed out in his arms. "Is he okay?" the person from earlier rushed over.

"Yeah," Lucien said, trying to pass him off but the man just shook his head.

"I don't know him, but he usually stays in the apartment by himself. You watch over him, I have my own family to attend to," the man said, then looked behind him to his family standing on the curb. 

Oh. Lucien felt dumbstruck carrying this child and wasn't sure what to do. His breath was ragged and sweat-slicked, as he watched as the fire trucks arrived, their sirens wailing into the night.

"Are you okay?" one of the firefighters asked, placing a hand on Lucien's shoulder.

"Yeah," Lucien managed to say, his voice hoarse. "Just… had to get him out."

"Okay. Let the EMS take him, you can ride in the back."

What? Before Lucien could respond they were ushering him and the kid inside an ambulance, giving him oxygen to breathe that soothed his scorching throat. The ride in the ambulance was bumpy and Lucien realized that he left his bike in the park, damn, it was probably stolen by now. Mon Dieu, this day really couldn't get any worse. Two tiny fingers curled around his and Lucien almost jumped, he looked down to see the kid from earlier staring at him, his wide watery eyes filling with tears. Was this kid going to cry? What should I do? Panic seized him as he struggled to think of something to calm the kid down, but he didn't do anything but stare up at him with big eyes. They stared at each other and something strange and protective welled in his throat. Why was this child all alone? Where were his parents? Did they neglect him too?

Was he alone in the world just like Lucien? Do something, his mind hissed at him and Lucien shot the kid a strained smile. "Bonjour, je m'appelle Lucien De la Lemieux," he said, then cursed when he realized he'd said the words in French.

The kid blinked at him. "Je m'appelle Nicholas Dupont."

Well then, this day wasn't so bad after all.








  
  
Chapter 2 




When they arrived at the hospital they immediately rushed the child off to the sick ward and left Lucien in the dust. He laid down on one of the cold couches, his stomach in knots as he waited for news about Nicholas. He was the only one in the waiting room, and soon his eyes were drooping closed and he was being dragged under into sleep. 

Lucien awoke to a soft nudge to his shoulder. Blearily, he opened his eyes to see a doctor in blue scrubs staring down at him. "Sir, did you bring that child in from the fire?"

"Oui," Lucien said, rubbing his eyes. "How is he? Is he okay?"

"We'll need to keep him overnight, did you bring any of his health care information? We aren't able to find him in the system."

"Non," Lucien replied, feeling a sweat break out all over his forehead. "I am not his family. I just found him in the apartment alone and I got him out."

The doctor's mouth thinned into a hard line, his brow wrinkled, he had light grays covering his temple and his skin was a deep bronze. "I see," he replied. "Would you mind speaking with social services for a moment, I think that would be best so we can get a better idea of where this kid came from—"

The sudden commotion at the front of the emergency room drew Lucien's attention. His gaze locked onto the scene as a crowd pushed through the entrance, flashes from paparazzi cameras bouncing off the walls. Hospital security and bodyguards held the chaos at bay as the entourage moved forward, making a beeline straight towards him. 

Leading the group was a woman in a pristine white jumpsuit, her Jimmy Choo heels clicking sharply against the linoleum. Trailing just behind her was a man in a business casual suit, speaking rapidly to another man.

A man who made Lucien's breath catch in his throat.

The man wore a bright pink fishnet shirt that barely reached his midriff, revealing pale, toned abs and a taut waist that dipped into a sharp V, disappearing into a pair of skin-tight leather jeans. His black Doc Martens gleamed under the fluorescent lights, and his long, tousled blond hair cascaded over his shoulders, which left Lucien utterly mesmerized.

The doctor's jaw dropped, he blinked several times as if his eyes were deceiving him. The woman darted over to them. "Hi there, I'm Meredith Lawson, you can call me Meri. I'm here to inquire about Nicholas Dupont, his father is here to pick him up."

"T-That's his father?" the doctor sputtered, then seemed to remember himself. "Right. Sure. I'm Doctor Mohamad Ahmed. It is a pleasure to meet you."

She gave him a brittle smile and stared at him expectantly while the others made their way over. Lucien slowly rose, feeling shabby next to these well-dressed people. The man in the pink fishnet shirt gave the doctor a bored expression and didn't even bother to shake his hand or introduce himself while the doctor openly gawked at him. "Right…" the doctor cleared his throat. "Nicholas Dupont, do you happen to have his ID and then we can get started?"

Meri handed him all the information he needed and the doctor nodded, but his hands shook slightly. "Thank you, okay I'll get right to the chase. His airways are inflamed, and he's struggling to breathe. He needs oxygen and some help from a ventilator to keep things under control. Recovery won't be quick—he'll need breathing treatments, meds to calm down the inflammation, and maybe even a procedure to clear out his lungs. It's going to take a few weeks in the hospital and a good few months to get back to normal." 

"Sir, we have to be on the bus in forty-five minutes. The next tour starts within a few days," the well-dressed man uttered, clearly having no regard for the child's wellbeing.

The blond hair man's mouth twisted into a sneer. "Sortez-le de l'hôpital maintenant."

Lucien's heart jumped, and he whipped his head to glare at the man. What was he thinking? How could he want to discharge his child so quickly? Nicholas had been in that apartment all by himself, the thought of the kid being dragged out of here made his anger flared. "His lungs are damaged, how can you even say that?" Lucien blurted out, causing everyone to stare at him.

The blond gave him a cool once-over. "Excusez-moi? Who are you?"

"Ah–this is Lucien De la Lemieux—" Meri said, speaking quickly. "He was the one I told you about who saved Nicky from the fire–"

"That's right," Lucien cut her off, staring deep into the blond's gray eyes. "I saved him, while he was all alone in his apartment. He's not well enough to be discharged just yet. He needs a good night's rest and a safe place to sleep." 

"And who are you to decide such things?" the man gritted out. "Pourquoi ce petit avorton me répond-il?"

Anger flared inside Lucien's chest. "Well, this little runt saved your son's life!" He was shaking as he stepped toward the man and realized he was a head shorter than him, but didn't care. This guy was a jackass, first to leave his son unattended, and then to take him out of the hospital when he wasn't even well enough to walk so that he could finish up his tour. "He needs rest!" 

The blond gave him a startled look as if nobody in their life ever dared to speak to him like that, but Lucien didn't care. He wasn't fit to be Nicholas' father clearly and if the kid wasn't provided sufficient rest then Lucien was prepared to speak to social services about his inadequate care. 

"I wasn't aware that hospitals permit strangers to interfere with their children's care or that they willingly engage in breaches of confidentiality," the blond sneered, giving the doctor a pointed look.

The doctor cleared his throat and nodded. "Let's move this to Nicholas' room and we can discuss it more in detail there." 

Lucien opened his mouth but closed it as they walked past him. His hand balled into a fist, and he gritted his teeth. There wasn't much he could do considering he wasn't Nicholas's father, he'd just have to wait and see what happened to the kid. Lucien sat on the couch, fisting his dirty jeans until his knuckles bleached, staring at the glass wall the doctors and the entourage disappeared into. A few minutes later the sliding doors opened and the blond man was striding out of the hospital with Nicholas in his arms, a white blanket thrown over his back, and a teddy bear tucked into his arms. Lucien's breath caught, but just as he stood a wall of bodyguards came out of nowhere, fighting off the hoard of paparazzi and then Nicholas was gone, disappearing into the night. 

"Lucien right?" a voice said causing Lucien to jump.

Meri stared up at him, her brown wavy hair reaching down to her waist. "Here." She held out a white card and he took it. "Élio Dupont wishes to thank you for your bravery. We'll be in touch." 

Lucien scoffed, and the second she walked away he crumpled the business card and tossed it into the trash. Why did he need to be thanked by the pompous ass anyway? The guy could barely take care of his child, and someone like that Lucien would never want to know. He left the hospital in the wee hours of the morning, his body slumped with exhaustion, the second he got home he went straight to sleep.


      ***Lucien woke up feeling surprisingly refreshed. He stretched and shook off the lingering grogginess before heading out to the park. He felt a small thrill of relief seeing his bike where he'd left it. It was a small victory, but in his world, every little win mattered. At least some homeless person wasn't using it as a pillow.

Pedaling through the crisp morning air, he let his mind wander. The local coffee shop was bustling with its usual crowd, and he eagerly grabbed a warm croissant and a steaming cup of coffee. Finding a quiet corner, he pulled out the newspaper, flipping through the pages with a hopeful glance.

He scanned the classifieds, his eyes landing on an ad for an assistant coach position with a Little League hockey team in the upper east end of Toronto. It wasn't his ideal job—he'd much rather be out on the ice playing than coaching. But it was a step in the right direction, and if he got the job, he could finally start looking for a new apartment.

As he prepared to pay for the newspaper, something caught his eye on the front page. His breath caught in his throat as he saw his own face, plastered across the cover with images of him rescuing Nicholas from the burning building. The headline blared, "Local Hero Rescues Turbulent Singer Élio Dupont's Son from Certain Death!"

Lucien's heart pounded. What the heck was this? 

He felt a wave of panic and disbelief roiled through him. Why were his actions being splashed across the news? He fumbled with the newspaper, trying to steady his hands as he quickly began reading the article. 

Élio Dupont, the lead singer of the international sensation Broken Sun (known as Soleil Brisé in France), has taken the world by storm with their hit albums 'It Wasn't Me' and 'It Was Me'. A six-time Grammy winner and recent prime-time Emmy recipient for his chilling role in 'Creature of the Night', Élio's star power is undeniable. Rumor has it he's lined up for high-profile movies with Brad Pitt and Sandra Bullock, both set to shoot right here in Toronto. 

But it's not all glitz and glamor for Élio. His rocky relationship with his son is well-known, especially since the tragic death of his son's mother. Recently, the nanny who was meant to be caring for his child was killed in a fire, leaving the boy's fate hanging in the balance. Thankfully, a local student on a bike came to the rescue, saving Élio's son from certain disasters. From rockstar to real-life hero, Élio's life seems as dramatic as his performances!

Lucien thought he was going to hurl.

A six-time Grammy winner? And Lucien spoke to him like… Oh, Mon Dieu. 

Lucien groaned and shook his head, his face burning in humiliation. No wonder the doctor looked so damn star-struck. But the guy was a prick! I mean, who took their son out of the hospital just hours after being in a fire? His stomach knotted thinking about the nanny who had died. Jesus, he had only been focused on the kid and didn't see anyone else in there. Lucien sighed and put the newspaper back, he paid for the classified listings and hurried on his way. 


      ***Lucien managed to snag an interview for the assistant hockey coach position with the Little League team. He threw on a blazer he'd found at Value Village and a pair of loafers he'd scavenged from the back of Mrs. Ashford's closet—likely the last remnants of her son's fashion choices. He didn't bother styling his unruly shaggy dirty blond hair, letting it do whatever it wanted. 

He sprinted through the upper east end of Toronto, where the buildings seemed to stretch into the clouds, cursing himself for not planning better. By the time he reached the corporate office, he was sweating like a sauna. The place was massive, with towering walls and window reflective panels. He gulped when his cheap shoes slipped on the tile floors as he tried to find his way to the north tower where the interviews were happening.

He took the elevator up to the fifteenth floor, trying to steal himself for the interview. Mon Dieu! He was going to be late. He desperately needed this job because if he didn't he'd be fucked and he couldn't get evicted from his house. He was thinking a mile a minute, once the elevator doors opened he leaped out only to collide head-first into a solid wall of muscle. 

Lucien yelped, suddenly strong arms enclosed his waist, and the air was punched out of his lungs as he was slammed against the wall. 

"Stay where you are! Don't move!" the bodyguards shout at him. Lucien's vision fractures before piercing gray eyes strobe into view. Élio Dupont was staring down at him. They were so close he could see the flare of his gray iris and the blond stubble covering the man's cupid bow lips. Holy shit! Lucien startled, wrenching himself out of the man's grasp. 

His heart wanted to climb into his throat. Élio Dupont was standing there with an army of bodyguards ready to tackle him to the ground. Lucien took a shuddering breath, forcing himself back. 

"Désolé! Je suis désolé! Désolé!" Lucien started babbling, his face burning hotter and hotter by the minute. 

Élio regarded him, then waved his hand so his bodyguards would stand down. They stood facing each other in the hallway and Lucien realized that he'd fallen into Élio so hard that he'd slammed into the wall across from the elevator. 

Mon Dieu, just kill him now!

"I–I need to go–" Lucien sputtered, he moved to walk past Élio but noticed Élio did the same. They stared at each other and Lucien thought he'd die from all the blood rushing to his face.

"Where are you going?" Élio demanded through gritted teeth.

Lucien choked on the knot forming in his throat and pointed in the direction down the hall where there were a few people lined up to be interviewed. 

"After you," Élio muttered. 

Lucien straightened his spine, trying to walk with his head up as he headed to the lineup where the other interviews were waiting. Élio walked past them and everyone started gasping and whispering to themselves. "Pretty cool right!" a man said next to him.

Lucien jumped and quickly nodded. 

"It's been five years since he's hosted the Little Leagues in Toronto, it's a charity event only held once a year for the kids while Broken Sun performs in the background. I heard this year his son is old enough to join the Little Leagues hockey team. Broken Sun on Ice it's called," the man continued. "I'm Eric, by the way, Eric Lance."

"Lucien De la Lemieux," he said, still slightly breathless. 

"You French?" Eric asked, and Lucien finally turned to look at him. The man was probably a few years older than him with dirty blond hair and a thick beard, he looked friendly enough. 

"I'm from Quebec, Saint-Bernard-des-Bois to be exact," Lucien replied.

"Oh, never heard of it…then again I'm not French," Eric laughed. "How'd you hear about the position?" 

"The classifieds, but I ah… I don't think I'll get it," Lucien said. "I have no experience teaching hockey, I played a lot as a kid and growing up. I wanted to play professionally but ah, no experience teaching."

"Oh really? I'm just doing this part-time, I heard they have connections to get you signed with the NHL here and this is the best way to get my foot in the door too, considering I also would like to go pro."

Lucien's eyes lit up. "Really? I thought I was the only one. I moved here from Saint-Bernard-des-Bois and I didn't know anyone or anything. It's good to meet someone like me." He beamed.

Eric laughed, his eyes crinkling. "True, man. Do you want my number? In case we both don't get it at least I would've made a new friend." They exchanged numbers and Lucien blushed when he took out his cracked phone, it dropped while he was riding his bike and he never had the money to fix it. They continued to talk quietly to each other as the line started moving up and up and soon it was Lucien's turn. His heart was hammering when they led him inside of a conference room with almost five people sitting behind the table, Élio and Meri were one of them. 

Élio was wearing a crisp black military blazer, his chest completely bare with several silver necklaces dangling from his neck, and his blond hair was tousled with effortless waves. Meri looked dressed to kill with a black-white striped blazer, her hair pulled into a tight bun and her lips blood red. 

Lucien gulped.

"Have a seat, Mr. Lemieux," Meri said with a smile. "So, we will meet again." She gestured to the people around the table. "Allow me to introduce everyone. This is the board of directors: Jonathan Hale, our financial guru; Claire Dubois, our marketing expert; and Victor Reilly, our event coordinator. And of course, Danny Mino, our PR representative."

"We're organizing a special event called 'Broken Sun on Ice'. We need assistant coaches to train the charity hockey team's little leagues, who will perform with the band in a major show sometime in December. This will be a full-time, on-site position," she added. "You'll need to relocate to the residence with the other coaches, choreographers, and dancers. The salary for this role is $80,000 per year, plus room and board. After the performance, you'll stay on to continue teaching the kids hockey. One of the children will be Nicholas Dupont, Élio's son, so it's essential we choose the right person for this role. Any questions?"

$80,000? Lucien almost fainted on the spot, that was four times his current income. "Non, ah–No," Lucien hastily replied, his palms getting sweaty. 

"Okay, let's get started. Why do you want to work here?" 

Lucien stammered through his answers, his tongue feeling like a boulder in his mouth. He got nervous speaking in English and tripped over his words, sometimes slipping into French, but luckily nobody said anything about it. 

"The fact that you speak French is an asset," Meri said. "Nicholas can be difficult, sometimes only choosing to speak French when he's in a mood," She laughed, but Lucien noticed that Élio's jaw tightened. "Anyway, it was a pleasure to meet you. We'll be in touch." 

Lucien nodded to them and quickly slipped out of the room. The hall was empty when he began walking out, but footsteps behind him made him freeze. He looked back to see Élio standing there, leaning against the door jamb, his gaze on Lucien as if he were trying to figure out a complex puzzle piece. Lucien's face heated and he raced out of the door.








  
  
Chapter 3




Lucien muttered under his breath as he scrubbed the bathroom floor. Twenty year's worth of grime covered every surface of this place but Mrs. Ashford insisted that he clean it even though the shop was closing soon. Lucien did it anyway to keep himself busy and not obsessively look at his phone or check his email for any job notifications. So far a week has passed and it's been nothing but crickets. Lucien sighed, his brown hair falling into his eyes and he knew he was overdue for a cut. He had seven more days and then he knew Mrs. Ashford would ask him to move out officially, she'd been subtle as a wrecking ball, leaving hints here and there for apartment listings that were so far out of his budget they were in a different stratosphere. 

Lucien figured if he made her happy maybe she'd let him stay for another week or so. Sweat was dripping down his forehead and the more he scrubbed, the more his mood seemed to sour. Why were things always so difficult for him? Why couldn't he just play hockey like he came here to do?

"Lucien!" Mrs. Ashford called from downstairs.

"Yeah!" Lucien replied.

"You have a visitor!"

Huh? Lucien frowned, slowly getting to his feet. A visitor? He barely had any friends here, except for Eric who he met a few days ago, but he never told Eric where he lived. He wiped his dirty hands on a towel and smoothed out his baby blue wrinkled button-up, his Levi jeans were slightly baggy, and his Converses were filthy. Mon Dieu! Lucien sighed and then headed downstairs Mrs. Ashforard was waiting for him at the entrance where Meri stood, dressed to the nines as usual in a fuchsia pencil skirt dress and matching top, paired with a wide-brimmed hat that reminded Lucien of Audrey Hepburn in 'My Fair Lady'. What was she doing here and how did she know where he lived? Lucien gulped, smiling at her nervously. "Yes?"

"Mr. Dupont would like to speak with you," Meri said, wrinkling her nose slightly. "It's about the job opportunity."

Lucien's jaw almost dropped. He didn't think Mr. Dupont would come personally to speak to him, but then again he had no clue how these things went. "Okay," Lucien's voice cracked, and he followed Meri out of the door while Mrs. Ashford shot him a quick thumbs up. A sleek black Limo was sitting outside and one of the bodyguards opened the door for him. Lucien wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans and hurried into the vehicle. 

Élio was sitting at the far end of the Limo, his legs crossed, and his black slacks riding up to expose his pale ankles, he was shirtless once again, dressed in a dark purplish blazer which was adorned with a silver Crown brooch pin dangling near his breast pocket. His hair was still in its wavy curls, tumbling down the sides. The scent of Élio's cologne hit Lucien like a wave of cool ocean air with the smoky warmth of sandalwood. 

Lucien felt dizzy and he forced himself to focus and maintain eye contact.

Élio gave him a cool, almost dismissive once over, no doubt judging his dirty clothes and whether or not it would seep into the leather. "Monsieur De la Lemieux," Élio spoke.

And the way Lucien's name rolled off his tongue sent a shiver down his spine. "Oui…Ah, I mean yes?" Lucien stammered, mentally kicking himself. He was determined to stick to English with this man because if he didn't, he might accidentally proposition him. And wouldn't that be a fun way to ruin a job interview? 

Élio's eyes flickered down to his lips and then looked away. "I am here to offer my sincere thanks for saving Nicky, without you he would have perished in the fire so… thank you."

Lucien could tell it caused him physical pain to thank him, judging by how tense he looked. "Oh, no problem. Nicky–ah, I mean Nicholas was wonderful. I'm glad I could help in any way."

"Mhm…" Élio hummed. "Anyway, I have come to personally offer you a job as the assistant hockey Coach on our little league team." 

"Really?" Lucien burst out startling them both. "Are you sure? You don't want someone with a little more experience or someone more suited to–"

"No," Élio cleared his throat. "Nicky is quite taken with you, he insists on having no one else, and while he recovers you will get yourself situated at the apartment complex with the others." Long slender fingers reached into a briefcase and pulled out a beige folder, handing it over to Lucien. "Read this and sign it. We expect you to be at the apartment early Monday morning, once you are settled you are to come and find me immediately."

Lucien nodded hastily, way too excited to listen to what he was saying. "I won't disappoint you, I promise! I'll be the best Coach that ever existed!"

"Mhm…" Élio's face slipped back into a bored expression. "Any questions?"

Lucien shook his head and Élio dismissed him with a wave of his hand. He thanked Élio profusely while he stumbled out of the limo, his face and neck hot with how hard he was blushing. Meri offered him a tight smile and slipped inside the car, and Lucien watched it pull away from the curb his pulse hammered like it was trying to break free.


      ***Lucien stepped out of the taxi and stared up at the towering apartment complex that was going to be his home for the foreseeable future. The building was a behemoth of glass and steel, the kind of place he'd only ever seen in glossy magazines or in movies where the main character was way more put together than he felt at that moment.

"Mr. De la Lemieux?" 

"Oui!" Lucien beamed, racing over to Meri who stood at the entrance, her hands clasped together. She wore a black off-the-shoulder pencil skirt dress that showed off her curves.

Lucien noticed there was a small group surrounding her waiting for him.

"Come with me," Meri commanded, her Louboutins clicking sharply on the polished marble floors as they echoed through the grand lobby. She led the small group with the precision of a drill sergeant. "Downstairs, you'll find the built-in hockey arena for the kids. It's state-of-the-art, naturally. Over here," she gestured smoothly, "is the full-scale gym. You'll want to make use of it—no excuses. And of course, there's a swimming pool. Because why not?" She turned back to the group, eyebrows raised. "Any questions?"

It was like a luxury hotel that had accidentally swallowed a sports complex.

Lucien could hardly believe this was his life now. He was half expecting someone to pop out and tell him there'd been a mistake—that he was supposed to be in some rundown apartment with a leaky ceiling, a poor imitation of Bates Motel, and not here, in what looked to be the Hilton.

"Once you start practicing for the show," Meri continued saying when nobody else spoke, "you'll need to coordinate with the band and the choreographers. It'll be a demanding schedule, so make sure you're ready for it."

Lucien nodded along, though he was pretty sure his brain had short-circuited somewhere between "built-in hockey arena" and "choreographers." The whole place was so surreal that by the time they finished the tour, he was breathless, partly from trying to keep up with Meri's pace and partly from sheer disbelief.

Finally, Meri guided them into a room where refreshments were being served. The smell of fresh coffee and pastries filled the air, and Lucien's stomach growled in response. He scanned the room, taking in the eclectic mix of people—dancers stretching out in one corner, businessmen talking animatedly in another. And then he spotted Eric standing off to the side, nursing a cup of coffee and looking just as out of place as Lucien felt.

Lucien's face split into a wide grin, and without thinking, he raced over to Eric, practically throwing himself into the guy's arms. "Eric!" he exclaimed. "You made it!"

Eric chuckled, though he looked slightly winded from Lucien's enthusiastic embrace. "Of course I made it. Someone had to keep you from getting lost in this place," he teased, patting Lucien on the back. "I've been texting you nonstop. Figured you'd end up in the swimming pool by accident or something. Did Meri give you the tour here?"

"Oui!" Lucien pulled back, still grinning like an idiot. "Honestly, at this point, I wouldn't be surprised if I did. This place is insane. Did you see the hockey arena? I'm pretty sure this is where superheroes train in their downtime."

Eric laughed. "Yeah, it's a bit over the top, isn't it? But hey, at least we're not stuck in some sketchy basement somewhere."

"True," Lucien agreed, glancing around again. "I just can't believe this is really happening. I feel like I'm going to wake up any second now, and I'll be back in that dingy old apartment, staring at the ceiling and wondering what went wrong."

"Trust me," Eric said, raising his coffee cup in a mock toast, "this is as real as it gets. And if you start to doubt it, just remember that Meri's heels can probably pierce through steel, so there's no waking up from this dream."

"Good point. I'll keep that in mind. What's your room number?"

"109," Eric replied easily. "Yours should be the same since all the assistant Coaches will be rooming together."

"Do you know who the Coach is?" Lucien asked.

"No," Eric said, straining to look around the room. "But I'm sure we'll meet him sometime. I want to head to the rink and see how big it is. I heard we aren't just training Mr. Dupont's son, but also a few other high-profile children from affluent families." Eric beamed.

"You're kidding!" Mon Dieu, Lucien could barely keep up with how this job kept getting better and better. "Who?"

"Oh, you know, just the usual crowd—like the MacAllisters. Their son's on the team. And then there's the Bouchard twins, heirs to that luxury hotel chain. And let's not forget little Ryan Devereux—his parents own half of the downtown core."

Lucien's eyes widened with each name. "You're serious? Those kids?"

"Dead serious," Eric replied, chuckling at Lucien's reaction. "You'll be coaching the crème de la crème, my friend. No pressure or anything."

The room went quiet as Élio Dupont walked in, with Meri right behind him. Élio's neon orange sweater caught everyone's attention. It was bright red-orange, with feathered fringe hanging from the long sleeves. The sweater had a ribbed collar and hem, and the shoulders were loose, giving it a relaxed look. It was cropped short, showing off his smooth, toned stomach and well-defined abs. He wore black slacks and loafers that left his pale ankles exposed.

Seriously, how many crop tops did this guy own? Lucien couldn't help but wonder, though he noticed his mouth watering a little. Élio looked bored, as usual, but the second their eyes met, he changed direction and headed straight for him. 

Lucien's throat went dry, and his stomach did a nervous flip.

"Monsieur De la Lemieux," Élio spoke, his velvety voice like a soft caress. "Is everything to your liking?" 

Lucien's scalp erupted into tingles and he nodded hastily. Everyone was staring at them and Meri had a slightly impatient look on her face. 

"Come speak to me later," Élio said, his words almost a purr, before turning and walking away with Meri close behind him.

A podium stood at the front of the room, and Élio took the stage as the lights dimmed. Lucien could just make out a hint of glitter around Élio's eyes.

"Bonjour and welcome," Élio began, his voice smooth and confident. "Thank you all for joining us for our annual Christmas Broken Sun on Ice charity concert. This year, we're excited to integrate our young hockey players into the show. They'll be coached by our team and have the chance to shine alongside us. We appreciate your support and look forward to a spectacular end to the year. Merci beaucoup et à bientôt!"

The room erupted into applause and cameras flashed everywhere. "Dude!" Eric said, yanking on Lucien's arm. "You know Mr. Dupont?"

"Not really," Lucien shrugged. "I saved his son's life during a fire."

"That was you!" Eric's eyes widened. "No kidding! I heard about that, it was all over the news! So cool man!"

Lucien laughed, shaking his head. "It was nothing. Especially since the nanny didn't make it."

"Yeah. Right." Eric sighed. "Anyway, be careful of Mr. Dupont though."

"Huh?" Lucien asked. "Why?"

"He sort of has a reputation…" Eric winked. "If you know what I mean. I read the tabloids and man, this guy has a huge track record of 'humping and dumping' if you catch my drift."

"Oh." Lucien flushed. "I'm nobody. I'm sure he's got his sights set higher."

Eric shrugged and then Meri was calling him over to meet with Mr. Dupont in a separate room off to the side. Eric lifted his coffee in a mock toast and Lucien chewed on his bottom lip as he was led into another room near the backstage where Mr. Dupont had exited from earlier. Élio was staring out the skyscraper window, the muscles in his back were taut and firm, and his slacks did nothing to hide the firm swell of his ass. Mon Dieu, he was a vision! 

Lucien shoved his sweaty hands into his pocket and cleared his throat. 

"Come here," Élio's deep voice rumbled in the vacant room and Lucien hurried over to his side. "What do you see Monsieur De la Lemieux?"

Lucien turned to look at the skyscraper window, the vast expanse of buildings and street corners. Toronto was a beautiful city, but for some reason, Lucien knew that wasn't what Élio was talking about. "I see… hope, dreams, a future with limitless possibilities, an endless horizon, a forever sunset…" Lucien smiled, feeling almost foolish.

"Ah… illusions are always the sweetest," Élio commented dryly.

Lucien shook his head. "Optimism is like butter—spread it everywhere, and life just tastes better!" 

Élio snorted, turning to face him. "Tomorrow Nicky will be joining the class. He can be… difficult. I trust you will treat him well."

Lucien nodded just as the door creaked open and Meri poked her head inside. Élio sighed heavily and muttered, "Le temps passe au-dessus de nous mais laisse son ombre derrière." 

Time flies over us but leaves its shadow behind. Lucien frowned and before he could stop himself said, "Every moment is a fresh beginning."

Élio kinked a brow. "T.S. Eliot. I didn't know you were a fan of the classics." 

Lucien shrugged, feeling hot all over. "My mother used to say I wasn't born with a negative bone in my body, I don't know how true that is now, but yeah… just food for thought." 

Élio chuckled and his entire face lit up when he did. "Bonne journée, Monsieur De la Lemieux." He patted Lucien's shoulder and exited the room with Meri right behind him. Releasing a harsh breath, Lucien almost collapsed against the wall. Damn, what was with this guy? And why did he make Lucien's knees want to buckle every time he spoke? A strange giddiness welled up inside him and he forced himself not to get obsessive thoughts. Élio Dupont was devastatingly attractive and Lucien barely knew anything about him. He was so famous that he could have almost anyone in the world, and Lucien had no clue as to why he would spend his time talking to someone as low as Lucien. Sure, he read all the classics in English and in French but he still had no formal education, he was the very definition of a country bumpkin, trying to make his way in the big city, trying to carve out a piece of the pie for himself. 

He thought about Eric's warning and decided to dismiss it. In reality, he knew nothing about Élio and he was here to work hard, Lucien wasn't too keen to get involved with his boss in any other way other than being strictly professional and so far Élio hasn't done or said anything to make him think otherwise.

No, it was all wishful thinking. Lucien gave the skyline one last look and headed back out to where the others were waiting. 








  
  
Chapter 4




"Holy shit!" Lucien muttered as he walked in. The apartment was way too fancy for someone like him. The walls were so white they practically glowed, and the kitchen had shiny granite countertops that looked like they belonged in a cooking show. The appliances were all sleek and stainless steel. Huge windows covered one whole wall, showing off the CN Tower like it was a neighbor. The place looked like a giant glass box, and Lucien was pretty sure if he touched anything, it would either break or cost him a year's rent. 

"Damn right!" Eric hooted, pumping his fist right behind him. They dumped their duffle bags near the foyer and went about exploring. Lucien stepped into his bedroom and almost laughed. The bed was enormous, with crisp white sheets that looked too perfect to sleep in. A fluffy rug covered the hardwood floor, and there was a sleek, black dresser against the wall. He heard Eric's startled laughter from the next room and knew he'd seen what Lucien had. God, was this really his life now? Lucien didn't believe it. He brought his stuff inside the room, but as he was about to get settled their doorbell rang. "I'll get it!" Lucien hollered and raced toward the door. For a split second, he wondered if Élio was coming to see how he'd settled in, but he banished the thought as quickly as it came.

Élio had a million and one things to do, there was no way he'd waste his time visiting an assistant hockey Coach. Still, his heart kicked up a notch when he opened the door. A man in his late forties was leaning against the door jamb with a large grin on his face. "Hiya," he boomed. "I'm Coach Volt for the Little League Hockey team! A pleasure to meet you!" He stuck out his hand and shook Lucien's vigorously and then invited himself in. "Nice place isn't it?"

"Ah, Oui," Lucien laughed. "Yeah… Mon Dieu… this place is amazing." 

"You speak French?" Coach Volt said, stopping in the foyer, he shoved his hands deep into his beige slacks. "Good, because I can't understand a lick of it. I never liked it in school, but kudos to you. Where's the other Coach?"

"Oh, hmm, Eric!" Lucien called. 

Eric came pounding out of his bedroom still beaming. "They have a fucking hot tub on the balcony! I'd pinch myself but I think I'm better off punching myself to make sure this is real, man!" 

Coach Volt laughed and introduced himself to Eric. "So, how long have you been teaching hockey?" 

"A few years ago, I worked for a school at one point then moved to a community center, but I've got a Master's degree in Physical Education, I might be looking to join the NHL if I can get my foot in the door somehow."

"Oh, yeah?" Coach Volt kinked a brow. "I may know someone, but you'll have to come for the tryouts and I can't make any promises, these guys are picky, they aren't just snatching kids up from high school or college these days, you have to be serious about playing and being on the road full time." 

"Trust me, man, I'm serious," Eric beamed. "Him too, but one thing at a time. I'd love to see how this job works out so far. How long have you been here? What's it like working for Élio Dupont anyway?"

"Oh, him? It's pretty good. The benefits are amazing, trust me, you'll enjoy yourself. The dancers and bandmates can be a bit much sometimes, but this only happens once a year so I just put up with it. Young guys like you will have more fun, trust me," Coach Volt wiggled his brow. "We can talk more about it later on. I'll let you guys get settled in and if you need me I'm right next door." 

We shook his hand again and he left. Eric and Lucien stared at each other, then burst out laughing. Coach Volt was too cool. Mon Dieu! This place was amazing. Lucien went to his bedroom and unpacked his meager belongings and then headed to the kitchen, only to realize they had no food and they would have to go shopping for it. The sun had already set and Lucien was too tired from the day's events to go shopping, so he dialed out for a pizza and asked Eric what he wanted on it. 

They ate pizza at the marble island, which felt like eating on a fancy kitchen countertop from a magazine. "So, get this," Eric said, between bites of his slice. "Last winter, I decided to try snowboarding. Thought I'd be all cool, like those guys in the Olympics, right? Instead, I crash headfirst into this girl—like, full-on wipeout. Snow everywhere, my dignity completely gone."

Lucien snorted. "Sounds romantic. Did she sue you?"

"Nah, she actually laughed and gave me her number," Eric grinned. "Apparently, she likes guys who face-plant into her life."

"Well, I guess some people like their men flat on their faces."

"Trust me, she was definitely on my face by the end of the night if you catch my drift," Eric winked. "Now she's my fiancé."

"Really?" Lucien's eyes widened. "You're engaged?"

"Yeah," Eric laughed. "A few weeks ago actually, I finally found someone who would put up with me, yeah know what I mean? For life that is." 

"Is she okay with you living here and away from her?"

"Yeah, bro. This job is way too good to pass up on," Eric said, chewing. "I'll work here for a year, save for a wedding, and then go ham. After that, who knows? If anything she can move in here with me. I don't think Meri would have a problem with it. What about you? Do you have anyone special?"

Lucien gulped, staring down at his food. Since he lived in the city there were very few people he'd come out to and he knew he wanted Eric to be one of them, besides they were going to be living together. Lucien didn't want to blindside his roommate and coworker by bringing home another guy… Well if Lucien ever brought over a guy. That is if he could ever work up the nerve to even talk to a guy he liked. "No. Not yet."

"Well, let me know. Janice has a lot of friends, I can hook you up," Eric said.

"Unless they're male, I think I'll pass," Lucien said, trying to laugh it off.

"You're gay? No way, why didn't you say anything? I'm Bi."

"No kidding?" Lucien laughed and so did Eric.

"Yeah, I mean… Janice is the one and all that but I've dated guys before, so if you need any advice don't hesitate to come to me," Eric winked.

Lucien felt his face warm and went back to eating pizza. That he wasn't expecting. Eric being Bi seemed almost surreal because of how attractive he was. With his sun kissed skin, dirty blond hair, and infectious smile, he was the whole package. Lucien licked his lips and finished off his pizza. They decided they would work out a cleaning schedule tomorrow, and call it a night since they had such a busy day. Lucien went to his bedroom and crawled into the nice clean sheets that for once didn't stink of mold and stale donuts.


      ***Lucien and Eric walked into the new state-of-the-art hockey arena, each lugging a duffle bag that felt like it was filled with bricks. The place was massive, with bright lights and shiny ice that looked like it had never seen a single scrape from a skate. Parents were already there with their kids, who looked like mini-hockey players in their oversized gear. Lucien could hardly contain his excitement; he was practically bouncing.

In the locker room, they changed into their gear with Coach Volt. Eric was struggling with his skates and muttered, "If these things get any tighter, I'm going to need a rescue team to pull them off."

"Hey, at least you won't lose them on the ice," Lucien chuckled.

"So, we're keeping it simple today—just some skating techniques. We don't want any kids face-planting on their first day," Coach Volt announced.

"Good call," Lucien said, pulling on his jersey. "We'll save the fancy stuff for later when they're ready to show off for the choreographers. For now, we'll just make sure no one ends up as a human Zamboni."

Mon Dieu! Some of these kids were really something, but they all looked so damn cute in their uniforms. Lucien was just about to put on his skates too when someone came sprinting into their locker room. "Coach!" a woman said her face flushed. She wore a black bodysuit and a see-through silk black skirt with leg warmers. "We've got a huge fucking problem! Satan strikes again!" 

"Dammit," Coach Volt hissed. "I can't get away, class starts in ten minutes." He turned to Eric who already had his skates on and then looked at me. "Can you get Nicky? He always throws a tantrum right before practice starts."

"Nicky?" Lucien lit up. "Nicholas Dupont? Sure."

"Show him where he is," Coach Volt instructed the girl with a smirk. "Watch out, he bites."

Lucien raised an eyebrow, unsure if he was supposed to laugh or be genuinely concerned. He decided to go with a cautious chuckle and followed the girl out of the room. As they walked down the long, echoing corridor, the girl glanced at him sideways. "So, just a heads-up—Nicky's in that room. He's... well, let's just say he's the resident demon child."

"Demon child?" Lucien repeated, trying to keep his tone light. Mon Dieu! That sounded nothing like the sweet boy he'd saved from the fire, then again he didn't know much about Nicholas Dupont, just that he was by himself when the fire happened, stuck with his nanny who didn't end up surviving. He must've been traumatized after and Lucien wondered if this was just a residual effect of that. Still, he felt a connection to the kid and figured that was why he was hired in the first place. Élio did say Nicholas was taken with him and he was glad the kid remembered him from the fire anyway. "Sounds charming… What, does he throw tantrums?"

The girl snorted. "Tantrums? Try full-blown exorcist-level fits. Last week, he somehow got a hold of a hockey stick and chased one of the choreographers around the rink. Poor guy nearly quit on the spot."

Lucien blinked, half wondering if she was joking. But the serious look on her face made him think twice. "Great. So, I guess biting isn't off the table then?"

"Definitely not," she said.

They stopped in front of a door, and before Lucien could ask any more questions, he heard it—a loud, bloodcurdling scream from inside. It was the kind of scream that made you wonder if you should call an ambulance or an exorcist.

Lucien swallowed hard. "That's Nicky?"

"Yup," the girl said, not even flinching. "Good luck. You'll need it."

As she pushed open the door, Lucien braced himself, half-expecting to see a small child possessed by some dark force. Instead, he saw a kid with wild blond hair and a scowl that could curdle milk, mid-tantrum, throwing what looked like a hockey helmet across the room.

All the dancers were on the other side of the room, some holding onto the barre for dear life. Élio stood front and center, jaw working and hands curled into fists. There was a light sheen of sweat covering his forehead and they must have been in the middle of their dance routine when they had been interrupted. Lucien tried not to linger on Élio, but his throat instantly went dry when he realized what the Rockstar was wearing. His leggings were skin tight, along with another black crop top that stopped closer to his pecs, showing off more of his lean muscular form, he wore a pair of baggy shorts over his leggings but Lucien could still make out the swell of his ass. Mon Dieu! Lucien dragged his eyes away and forced himself to pay attention. 

"I hate you!" Nicky shrilled, kicking off his skates. They hurled in the air so far and so fast Lucien ducked so that his face wasn't sliced to shreds. Jesus! What was this kid trying to do? 

"Nicky," a tired voice sighed.

"Je te déteste!" Nicholas screamed, stamping his tiny feet. "Tu m'enlèves toujours des choses!"

"C'est pour votre bien, maintenant, comportez-vous bien!"

"Je te déteste! Je te déteste! Je veux que ma mère revienne!"

Lucien sighed internally. This was going to be fun. This kid certainly had a mouth on him, no wonder they called him a demon, but Lucien wondered if what Nicky said was true and that Élio did take everything away from him. It didn't matter anyway, things were clearly taking a turn for the worst and Lucien wasn't sure who would try to kill who next. The vein in Élio's forehead throbbed and before he could think he jumped into their conversation.

"Hé, hé, calme-toi, Nicky. Pourquoi tu ne me dis pas ce qui se passe?"

Nicky blinked at him like he'd grown another head.

"Vous souvenez-vous de moi?" Lucien inched forward once he got his attention. "Lucien. Remember? Lucien De la Lemieux. I'm your new hockey coach. Why don't we leave your Dad alone and you can come play with me?"

Nicky wrinkled his nose in disgust. 

"Pourquoi devrais-je jouer avec un paysan comme toi?"

Lucien's smile twitched. Okay, just who was this kid calling a peasant? "It's either that or get more privileges taken away. Come, we will play. I bet you aren't any good anyway."

Nicky huffed, sticking his nose in the air, and wore an expression that said 'I'll show you who's good.' He marched out of the room and Lucien hurried to pick up his skate and helmet. Élio shot him a grateful look and Lucien hurried after him. Nicky stormed onto the ice, not waiting for him, and disrupted the game that the others were currently playing by skating in the middle and stealing the puck. The other kids were so shocked, they could do nothing but watch him score. Lucien cursed, struggling to get on his skates and get on there before Nicky did something that would get them both in trouble.

"That's not fair," one of the kids grunted.

"Why does he always show off like that?" another snarled. "It's a team effort. Duh!"

"Nanny killer," one of the kids whispered. "Everybody around him dies. He's a nanny killer." 

"Fermez-la!" Nicky screeched and Lucien could tell he was ten seconds away from whipping off his helmet and throwing it at their face.

"Hey! Nicky!" Lucien coaxed, skating over to him. "Why don't we train over here? Mhm? I can show you some tricks or you can try to show me. Come on," he said, tugging Nicky in the opposite direction and into the far corner of the rink. 

Nicky relented, still fuming. Lucien thought it might be best to let the kid vent his anger, so they tried a few slap shots. He set up a net and some pucks, donned all the protective gear, and told Nicky to try and score on him. Nicky's jaw set, then he raised his stick and struck the puck so hard that it whistled past Lucien's head and landed straight in the net. Lucien's knees almost buckled. Mon Dieu! What the hell did he sign himself up for?

The pucks came flying fast and furious, whipping at his head like wayward tennis balls. Each puck flew so fast and so hard that Lucien felt his soul leave his body when he saw the near-manic look in the kid's eyes. By the end of it, Lucien was slumped in the net, wheezing hard while the kid hadn't broken a sweat. "Peasant," he muttered. 

He was good. No wonder he didn't want to play with the other kids, maybe he wasn't being challenged enough? "You're pretty good, where did you learn to play like that?"

"Please, in France we learn to play in our sleep," he muttered, his expression haughty, his accent was very thick and Lucien noticed he stammered over some of the English words. Well, that would explain why he never wanted to speak it. The kids here seemed ruthless, but Nicky wasn't going to learn if he spoke strictly in French.

"Where are you from?" 

"Saint-Émilion," the kid thrust his chin in the air. "And you? Peasant?"

"Saint-Bernard-des-Bois, Quebec," Lucien said, leaning on his stick to catch his breath. "Why don't we play a game next time? I'll teach you a few tricks?"

Nicky tilted his head. "What tricks? How to not hold my stick properly? Or how to get hit in the head ten times with a puck?"

Lucien laughed even as the insults were hurled at him. He liked this kid. "Either way, at least you'll learn something, better than tormenting your Dad."

"That creature is not my father," Nicky sneered. "He was merely a sperm donor, after Mama died he just stuck around. Bâtard."

Welp. Lucien wasn't going to touch that can of worms. "Still, it might be fun. What do you say?"

"Why don't you try to fit your head up your ass? It might be better than all this boot-licking, peasant," Nicky snorted. 

Lucien smiled ruefully. "I'm sure you have no shortage of bootlickers, but what about friends? What if I offer to be one of those?" 

Nicky went quiet, regarding him for several moments. Coach Volt blew the whistle and signaled for Lucien and Nicky to join them. Lucien noticed how Nicky's jaw tightened and he gripped the stick hard at the prospect of playing with the other kids who had just made fun of him. Demon. Nanny Killer. Jesus, what were they saying to this kid? Lucien felt a pang in his chest and realized that Nicky was far more alone than he initially thought. "Hey, how about I tell him we're playing together and we can continue what we're doing? How does that sound?"

Nicky's mouth thinned. "I think your hair is too long and your face looks stupid."

"That doesn't sound like a no," Lucien probed.

Nicky huffed. "Fine, but that's only because you're too pathetic for words peasant."

Lucien stifled a laugh and rushed over to Coach Volt, even if the insults did make him feel a little self-conscious at least the kid wasn't screaming. 

And Lucien considered that a win.









