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      This grumpy hockey star is determined to win it all…including the nerdy new girl on campus. Only problem? She's taken.

      ALERT: This is not your usual hockey romance. If you’re looking for cute skate lesson scenes at the rink and mugs of hot chocolate, then this isn’t the book for you. It’s better that you know that upfront. You’ve been warned.

      University hockey god, Neo Major, is the undisputed king of the rink and head of the team’s notorious Valencia ice mafia. He’s the kind of guy who makes hearts flutter and panties drop with a single glance, but I’m determined to keep mine under lock and key. 

      Yet the moment he laid eyes on me behind a wall of shattered glass, I knew I was in trouble.

      His pursuit of me is relentless, even though I’m taken.

      My surrender to him is delicious, knowing it’s a huge mistake.

      Ours is a passionate journey, where possessive desires ignite us both, but painful secrets threaten to burn our fragile connection down to the ground.

      NEO is a steamy standalone hockey romance with some dark themes and a heady mix of passion, drama, and heart. It features a grumpy alpha ice captain, a busy Vegas hockey house, some very steamy moments, and a happy ending. It is the first delectable book in the frosty-hot Valencia Ice Mafia series by USA Today Bestselling author Lisa Lang Blakeney.
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      I grew up in a close knit Philadelphia, Pa neighborhood with a community ice skating rink behind our homes. It is where many fantasies of me becoming the brown version of Dorothy Hamill were born:) And where I first watched boys with skates and hockey sticks take the ice with a vengeance. The Valencia Ice Mafia series is a love letter to all of those frozen dreams and icy memories.

      *Finally, this romance first started as a short story in the Melting The Ice hockey anthology. Please be advised that some names and plot points have been altered or added to complete the new story.

      - Lisa
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        Valencia City University Valencia Suns Locker Room Freshman Draft Class

        Two Years Ago

      

      

      
        
        Neo

      

      

      “I want you to look to the left and the right of you. Each and every one of you was hand selected to become a Valencia Sun by the coaches on my staff, not because you were the top players from your high school, but because we saw something else in you.

      There’s some very special people in this room.

      The man next to you is your teammate, your brother. The expectations I have of you, that you should have of yourselves, are high.

      “I expect grit.”

      “I expect greatness.”

      “I expect that every time you get out on the ice, you give everything you’ve got. More than you did in high school. More than you ever have before.”

      “There should be zero distractions, and I think you know what I mean by distractions. Nothing should come between you and the ice. No partying. No girls. Nothing but ice.”

      “If you do this, if you’re committed to the grind of becoming a VCU Sun, then we will win.”

      “We will win a lot.”

      “And winning is part of this hockey program’s DNA.”

      “If you’re ready to win, I’ll see you on the ice tomorrow morning at 8am. If you’re not up for it, I will have Coach Mike help you with your university transfer paperwork.”

      When Coach Dixon leaves the room, the room is eerily silent. While most of us have played hockey at a high level in high school, there’s something about the no nonsense way that Coach spoke just now that has most of us shook to our cores.

      The man is a legend and commands respect from hockey players across the country. Once upon a time, VCU was a university that nobody ever heard of. Now it’s known for having one of the most successful ice hockey programs in the country. 

      I come from a family that lives, eats and breathes hockey. It’s in our blood. My older brother Jake and I learned to skate before we could even talk. Trained by our father, who was obsessed with the game.

      Jake was the prodigy.

      I was not.

      But Coach Dixon saw something in me when he came to scout me in high school. Something all the other scouts didn’t see or care to see.

      My drive.

      He told me I’d have to work my ass off twice as hard to keep my place on his team and I will. I know that if I make my mark during my time here, I’ll have a variety of pro NHL offers to choose from, which is the dream of any player who loves the ice.

      So I’ll do this for Jake and his dream deferred.

      I’ll do it for Coach, the man who took a chance on me.

      And more importantly, I’ll do it for myself. Because it’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      And everything that I am.
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        Christmas Eve

      

      

      The soft blue glow of twinkling lights draped around our small but mighty Christmas tree illuminates the room. Large snowflakes dance in the chilly night air, gently touching the window panes, painting a perfect Christmas picture.

      “Turn it up, Mom!” I shout, our laughter echoing in the small quaint living room of our old townhome. Mom likes to keep the heat obscenely low to save money, but that’s okay, because this Christmas Eve we’re dancing.

      Mom smiles and turns the volume knob. The speakers come alive with the lively beats of holiday hip hop, modern renditions of classic Christmas songs with an energetic bass. I can’t help but laugh as my mother shakes her butt to the beat against the tree.

      “This is how we used to dance back in the day, Violet. Back when boys and girls actually danced together and weren’t twelve feet apart.”

      “Just so we’re clear,” I giggle. “You’re dancing to Run DMC with a Christmas tree.”

      “But back in the day, this Christmas tree would have been a good-looking boy in a pair of Levis and Adidas sneakers.”

      “A boy like my father?” The question slips out of my mouth before I can stop myself. My father is not a topic that the two of us discuss because he’s been out of the picture since I was four-years-old. I know little about him. Just that he was my mom’s college boyfriend and, for reasons unbeknownst to me, he chose not to be a part of my life.

      “Yeah, sweetie, just like him.”

      Maybe because it’s Christmas and I’m feeling wistful or perhaps because I just watched an over-the-top Christmas movie, I clasp my mom’s wrist and ask her a question I’ve always wanted to know but was always too afraid to ask.

      “Ma, were you in love with my father?”

      The look on my mother’s face changes from jubilance to melancholy.

      “Your father and I cared a lot about each other once upon a time.”

      “But?”

      “But we were freshmen in college, too young, and we definitely weren’t in love.”

      “And how do you know when you’re in love?”

      “Clearly, I’m no expert, but I believe true love is what you can lean on when everything in your life seems like it’s gone to shit. It’s nobody’s fault, but me and your dad just didn’t have that.”

      “And other couples do?”

      “The lucky ones.”

      “I’ve never seen an example of one of those lucky ones.” I think about all the high school couples plus a few college ones I’ve seen come and go. And even though I have a guy I’m seeing right now, when I examine all the surrounding examples, it all seems like a lot of sex and heartache.

      “Maybe it doesn’t happen in our family, but there are definitely couples who make it. Like really make it.”

      Mom then holds the star we always put on the top of the tree, taps it to my forehead, and closes her eyes as if she’s conjuring something.

      “And my Christmas wish is that you shall find genuine love one day, my child,” she says in her fake Egyptian Pharaoh voice.

      “I see that someone’s been watching a rerun of The Ten Commandments again.”

      She laughs and says another line from the movie in the same voice. “So let it be written, so let it be done.”

      “Will you please?” I cackle. “And stop wishing silly stuff on our Christmas star. Why don’t you ask the star to help me pass my classes next semester instead?”

      “You think my request is silly? Humph, you never know. I may have just broken a generational no-love curse with a ten dollar Christmas star blessing.”

      A new song plays and the two of us dance around the room, grabbing ornaments from my Grandmom’s velvet-lined box, each with its own story from Christmases past. My mom’s salt and pepper colored “phony pony” as she calls it, swings along her back as she moves, contrasting with my deep brown natural curls that shine under the tree’s ambient light.

      “Remember this one?” I hold up a porcelain angel. Her wings chipped at the edges.

      My mom nods, a nostalgic glint in her eyes. “Your grandmother gave that to me when I was about your age. She said it was to watch over us–always.”

      “Wow, these ornaments must be very powerful,” I jest as I place it at the very top of the tree, just below the star. “One will ensure I find true love and another works as a conduit of the dead.”

      Mom chuckles.

      “There,” I say, placing the angel on the strongest branch I can find. “Now Grandma’s watching over this Christmas, too.”

      “She certainly is.”

      Hours seem to fly by as I find myself in my happy place, cocooned in warmth and joy on another Christmas Eve with my mom. Presently, I’m a sophomore at a local state school ten minutes from our home, but quickly realize that moments like this may become rare once I graduate college and move out on my own.

      As the clock nears midnight, both of us yawning and stretching, we finish tidying up the living room. “Bedtime,” mom announces, the fatigue clear in her voice.

      I nod in agreement, my eyelids heavy. “Best Christmas Eve ever, Mom. Night.”

      Mom kisses my forehead like she has hundreds of times before. “Sweet dreams, hun’.”

      The house settles into its nighttime rhythm, the gentle hum of the heater finally kicking on, punctuating the quiet of the night. Upstairs, my room is awash with the soft hues of the fairy lights I’ve had hung up with wall tacks since I was eleven years old.

      “We’ll have breakfast at nine. No cheating before then.”

      “Ma, I’m twenty-years-old. I will not sneak a peek at my presents.”

      “Or smell them or shake them?”

      “Agreed,” I giggle.

      When mom motions to turn off my lights, I ask her to leave them on.

      “It’s Christmas.”

      “You don’t pay my electric bill.”

      “Ma, please?”

      “Fine, see you in the morning.”

      “Merry Christmas, Mom.”

      “Merry Christmas.”

      It takes me a while to get settled. I’m still just as excited about Christmas morning as I was when I was ten-years-old. Some things, thankfully, never change.

      Just as sleep pulls me under my warm comforter, I think I hear something—a soft creak, a whisper of movement. At first I dismiss it, attributing it to our old house’s tendency to groan and moan. But then, more distinctly, comes the sound of a heavy thump.

      My heart races.

      That definitely wasn’t no damn Santa Claus.

      Suddenly, all I can remember are awful news stories I’ve seen lately about local fires and increased home invasions in the area. Taking a deep breath, I slowly place a foot on the floor while simultaneously reaching for the phone on my nightstand.

      I call 911 as I tip toe outside my door.

      I don’t see any movement, just the flicker of the tree lights downstairs.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “I think someone has broken into my house.”

      “What is the address of the emergency?”

      “4320 Pilgrim Road.”

      “Is this a house or apartment?”

      “House.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Are you sending somebody?” I ask, frightened.

      “I need your name, miss.”

      “Violet Tate.”

      “Violet, where are you in the house?”

      “Upstairs.”

      “Do you see anyone moving inside the house?”

      “No.”

      “Do you still hear movement?”

      “No.”

      “Find a safe place to hide until the officers arrive. I’m dispatching someone now. Stay on the line with me, okay?”

      “I need to get my mom.”

      “I recommend you stay where you are.”

      But I don’t listen.

      If we have to fight an intruder off, we damn sure are going to do it together.

      I creep slowly toward the shut door of my mother’s bedroom. She must be sound asleep and hasn’t heard a thing. I carefully open her door but clench my teeth when the hinges make a sound. “Mom?”

      Then I go completely still and release a wail that comes from deep within my soul.

      “Miss,” the emergency dispatcher urges. “Can you tell me what’s happening?”

      I’m kneeling by the body of my mother as I carefully lay my ear down to her chest, but I already dread what I’m going to hear.

      Absolutely nothing.

      “Miss!” the dispatcher repeats louder.

      “It’s Mama,” I tell the woman, not even recognizing the hollow sound of my own voice.

      “What about your mother?”

      “She’s gone.”
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        One Year Later

      

      

      
      “Are you packed already? That was fast.”

      “Yeah, because I’m not bringing that much with me,” I say with a great amount of trepidation.

      “I know you’re probably nervous about going to a new school in a new state, but I promise that you’re going to love VCU.”

      I’ve lost a year of my life to shock and sadness since my mother passed away from what doctors say was a ruptured brain aneurysm. Since that horrible Christmas Eve, I’ve taken a year off of college to grieve and then put our house on the market so I could sell it to settle my mother’s debts. To make things even more difficult, because I can’t financially support myself, I’ve been forced to uproot my entire life and move across the country to live with a total stranger.

      My father…Steven.

      My parents met when they were freshmen at Valencia City University, a small private liberal arts college in Valencia City, Nevada. When my mom became pregnant with me, she had no choice but to move back home to Pennsylvania to live with Grandma and raise me. My father, on the other hand, stayed in Nevada and has built his life here.

      While in school, my father joined a fraternity and one of his frat brothers is the current president of the university. Now that President Harmon (who my dad simply calls Bob) has learned about my situation, the school has offered me a full-ride if I want to finish my degree. Even though I don’t want to go to school there, I couldn’t say no because I need the scholarship if I want to finish school. Although my mom never regretted giving birth to me, graduating from college was the one thing she wasn’t able to accomplish, which explains why earning a college degree was my mom’s biggest dream for me. 

      Your education is important, Violet. It will open so many doors for you, she said countless times.

      “It’s just that I was doing so well at my old school,” I tell my father, foolishly holding on to some hope that he’ll do the right thing and help me move back to Pennsylvania and finish college there. “They made accommodations for me there.”

      In high school, I was diagnosed with an executive functioning disorder which some people think is just double talk for “a disorganized mess”. It’s an actual issue though, that makes it difficult for me to study in a way that’s productive and stay on top of my assignments.

      “And you’ll do great at VCU too. It’s really one of the country’s best-kept secrets. It’s a baby Ivy League school without the high price tag.”

      I try not rolling my eyes at his repeated description of his beloved alma mater. It’s all he can talk about since the school extended the scholarship to me, avoiding any discussion of my learning challenges.

      “I just wish you would move into a dormitory. Your mom lived in Palm West. I was in East.”

      Which is exactly why I don’t want to live there. Doesn’t he get it? I’m already afraid that I’ll feel her presence all over campus. Living off campus in an apartment with an old high school classmate from back home will at least give me some sense of separation.

      “Kennedy needs a roommate, and she’s the only person who I’ll know when I start there. It will help me adjust,” I tell him.

      “Well, it’s fantastic Bob was able to also give you a cash housing stipend to live where you want. In our day, we had to live in campus housing. There were no choices.”

      Every time my father discusses all the things that President Harmon has done for me, he says it proudly, as if he’s the one actually footing the bill.

      Actually, sir, you probably owe me eighteen years’ worth of damn child support.

      I offer him a stunted smile in response, not really giving a damn about how things were in the day. Hell, back in his day, he was busy getting girls pregnant and leaving them to fend for themselves.

      The awkward silence between us grows, and he fills it with more questions.

      “What do you want to do about your things from the house?” he asks.

      “I’ll keep them in storage if that’s okay with you?”

      “Uh, sure,” he says with some hesitance, I assume because he doesn’t want to take on any extra financial responsibilities for me.

      “Just until I graduate,” I assure him. “And then I’ll pay you back, of course.”

      “It’s fine, Violet,” he says, but I’m uncertain if he’s really okay with it or if he’s just saying that because he feels like he should. And why would I know? I don’t know this man at all. “You don’t have to pay me for anything. I’m your father.”

      Uh, not even close, dude.

      “Okay, thanks.”

      My father lives about thirty minutes from campus. Close enough that I could certainly commute to school if I wanted to, but the one thing we agreed on is that I need to live near campus instead of at home with him. He claims it’s so I can get the full VCU experience, but I know better. He doesn’t need his new daughter living here and cramping his style, and I certainly don’t want to be here either.

      I was willing to take an Uber to my new apartment that I’ll share with my friend, Kennedy, but he wouldn’t hear of it and is driving me there instead.

      “Will you come home for Christmas?” he asks after we’ve been driving silently on a long stretch of Nevada highway for fifteen minutes.

      Home?

      I have no home.

      It died a year ago.

      “Can we play it by ear? I don’t want to leave Kennedy alone on Christmas if she doesn’t have plans.”

      “Oh, right, sure.” He sounds disappointed. “We can play it by ear.”

      I play with the strap of my handbag for five minutes before I ask him a question.

      “Well, what do you usually do for Christmas?”

      He turns his head to stare at me for a moment. I’m not sure what he’s thinking.

      “I cook dinner. Have some friends over. Although this year it will probably be a super small gathering.”

      “You cook?”

      “Yeah, I don’t have the time to cook every day, but I’m a pretty fair cook for holidays and special occasions.”

      “Oh.”

      Before the car becomes too loaded with our mutual silence, we arrive at Kennedy’s apartment complex. Nevada is so different. The highways are freshly paved, with no potholes to be seen, unlike the streets of my hometown in Pennsylvania. The complex features several small apartment buildings covered in tan stucco with terra cotta hued roofs, surrounded by sandy colored dirt and a few strategically planted cactus plants.

      It’s nothing like home.

      And I start to long for my childhood bedroom, my refuge, more with each passing moment.

      I ring Kennedy’s doorbell while my father unpacks the trunk.

      “Hi,” she answers the door cordially in a pink halter top and cutoff jean shorts. “Welcome to Valencia City Village.”

      “Hi.”

      She and my father shake hands after he brings my suitcases into the living room, giving her apartment a quick once over. The furnishings are sparse but the apartment is clean, and it seems to satisfy his Johnny-come-lately sense of parental concern. I’m just glad it’s not dripping in Christmas decorations. In fact, there’s not one piece of nauseating yuletide joy to be found anywhere inside the apartment.

      This should work fine.

      “Well, I guess I’ll leave you to it,” he says to me as he stands at the front door.

      “Thanks for driving me, Steven,” I say, making sure to stand a few feet away in case he thinks I’m actually going to give him a hug goodbye. I’m not.

      “No problem. Call me if you need anything.”

      “Yep.”

      After he leaves, Kennedy shows me to my bedroom. It’s smaller than my room back home, but that’s to be expected.

      “You and your dad don’t get along, huh?” she asks.

      “We don’t know each other well,” I say, not wanting to get into a full-blown discussion about my fucked up family dynamics.

      “That’s why you call him by his first name?”

      “It feels too weird calling him dad. We literally just met a few months ago.”

      “Say no more. I bet you want a drink then.”

      “Um, no, actually, I don’t really drink much.”

      “Oh, is it a religious thing?”

      Kennedy and I knew of each other in high school and we’d say hello to each other in the hallways, but we didn’t know each other well. Our friend crowds were like two ships passing in the night. She was part of the beautiful people clique, and I was a part of the nerds. And not the nerds who were smart and ran for student office but the kind who liked to remain under the radar, minding our business and earning our A’s (or in my case B’s and C’s). But our town is relatively small and word about my mom’s death spread fast, so when my neighbors learned I was going to move here to attend school, more than one person suggested (basically commanded) that I get in contact with Kennedy. I did, we chatted, and now we’re roommates–at least on a trial basis.

      “No, I had two drinks at prom and accidentally told Keisha Holder that her boyfriend shoved his tongue down Ashley Reyes’s throat in gym class.”

      “Oh, snap!” Kennedy chuckles. “I remember hearing about that.”

      “And do you remember both Keisha and Ashley harassing me for two weeks straight afterwards?”

      “I knew Ashley did but Keisha too?”

      “She sure did,” I assure her. I was terrified and pledged to the universe or whoever was up there listening that I wouldn’t drink again if he or she would just get her to stop.

      “But those two are still dating to this day.”

      “Exactly, so I opened my big mouth for nothing.”

      “Do you ever see anyone from high school?” Kennedy asks. “I haven’t been back home in a long time. I spend my holidays and summers here.”

      “No, I haven’t lived in Pennsylvania in a year, since my mom died.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “But there is someone I’m seeing back home.”

      “Like a long distance kind of thing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How’s that working out?” she asks skeptically.

      “It’s been cool so far. Elijah was there for me when my mom passed and I wasn’t just going to dump him because I was moving here.”

      “Um, that’s kind of a very good reason to break up with someone.”

      “College is just a moment in time. When I finish, I’ll go back east, where I belong and Elijah and I can pick up where we left off.”

      “Oh,” she says doubtfully.

      “Is there any specific reason you never visit home?” I ask her.

      “Not really,” she replies, but a look in her eyes tells me that there may be something that she’s holding back. Something that is probably none of my business, so I just leave it there.

      “I guess I’ll unpack tonight and maybe order in tonight? Any good sandwich spots around here?”

      “Uh, no, and there’ll be no unpacking tonight,” Kennedy says with firm resolution.

      “Why?”

      “It’s Santa Fest this weekend and we’re going.”

      “Santa Fest?”

      A ball forms in the pit of my stomach. I realize what time of year it is, but I don’t want to attend anything over-the-top Christmas-y. It all reminds me of last year and it’s just too painful. It’s part of the reason why I moved in with Kennedy now instead of after the holidays. While the commercialism of the holiday makes it really difficult to ignore, I just want to pretend it isn’t happening if at all possible.

      “It’s a Valencia City tradition. There will be local bands playing, lots of food, and, of course, there’s the exhibition game.”

      “What kind of game? I’m not really a big sports person.”

      Kennedy stares a hole through my head like I don’t have any brains in between my ears.

      “A hockey game. You realize where you’ve transferred to, right? The VCU Suns are legendary. Everybody who’s anybody will be at that game and so will we.”

      “I sense that attendance for you is mission focused?”

      Kennedy throws her head back in laughter and I shake my head in disbelief at how beautiful she still is even when she snorts through her nose.

      “I remember you being smart in high school. Nothing’s changed.”

      “Who’s the target?” I ask her.

      “This guy named Ray.”

      I can’t imagine that there’s a man on this planet who wouldn’t take notice of Kennedy, so I wonder if there’s any backstory to this.

      “Any history with him?”

      “We’re
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