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Lucas Blackwood is the best at what he does—but he’s also the ultimate pawn for CINEXA, na agency that rigs fates and trades in secrets. When Mia crashes into his world, he learns that winning might cost him everything: his freedom, his soul, and the love starting to spark between them.

In Ice and Glass, the gripping first installment of the CINEXA Saga, every move is a gamble and every choice could be fatal. Caught between high-stakes hockey and dark corporate agendas, Lucas and Mia must fight to survive, protect what they love, and discover that sometimes, the real game is played off the ice.

Intense, suspenseful, and raw—a standalone journey that marks the beginning of na epic saga.

Chapter One: The Three A.M. Silence

The cold in Toronto wasn’t just the weather; it was a state of mind that Lucas Blackwood wore like a suit of heavy plate armor, forged by years of ice and secrets. At three in the morning, Scotiabank Arena felt like a monolith of concrete and glass—a sleeping giant draped in shadows that seemed to swallow any trace of life daring to cross its gates. Inside that frozen belly, the air was so dry it burned your lungs with every deep breath, carrying the sharp metallic scent of the purified water used for the rink and the acrid, almost suffocating smell of burnt rubber from pucks slamming into the boards during his solo drills.

Lucas was alone. Or, at least, that’s what he tried to tell his shattered senses.

The sound of his blades carving into the pristine surface echoed through the empty arena, bouncing off the deserted stands like the frantic wings of a caged bird. Schick. Schick. Schick. It was a hypnotic rhythm, almost medicinal. Lucas needed that sound. He needed that searing burn in his quads as he sprinted toward the blue line, because it was the only thing loud enough to drown out the chorus of screams living in his head like na unwanted tenant.

Seventy-two hours. That’s how long it had been since Lucas last closed his eyes. Every time his eyelids got heavy, the scenery shifted instantly. The flawless white ice of Toronto would turn into the charred red carpet of Geneva. The Canadian national anthem would be replaced by the deafening crackle of the CINEXA Foundation’s oak wood being devoured by flames. And the worst part: the sound of fingernails clawing at the emergency door that Victor Vance had locked with the icy calm of someone closing a book after the final chapter.

Lucas braked hard, kicking up a spray of ice that hit the plexiglass with a hollow thud. He leaned on his stick, hands heavy on his knees, gasping for air. Sweat dripped from under his helmet, stinging his bloodshot eyes. He stared at the endless rows of blue seats where, in a few hours, thousands of people would be screaming his name, calling him “The Golden Captain.” They didn’t know. Nobody knew that the gold in his medal was forged from the ashes of the people he didn’t have the guts to save.

“One more time,” he whispered to the void, his raspy voice cracking in the freezing air like a stalled engine. “Again. Until the body gives out.”

He took off like a shot. Speed was his only drug, his only escape. He tore across the ice, feeling the G-force in the turns as the world became a blur of artificial emergency lights. In his mind, he wasn’t in Toronto. He was running down that smoke-filled hallway five years ago. He saw Felix up ahead, carrying Victor Vance on his back. Lucas was right behind them, hand reaching for the emergency door handle. He’d watched Victor turn the key. He’d seen the businessman’s stone-cold look over his shoulder—a silent promise that the world belonged to the survivors, not the heroes.

“They’re surplus, Lucas. The insurance is worth more than their lives. Run.”

Lucas slammed his stick against the ice so hard the sound rang out to the rafters like a rifle shot. He collapsed to his knees, his chest heaving in violent spasms. This wasn’t just muscle fatigue anymore; it was a systemic failure of the soul. His vision began to darken at the edges, white sparks dancing like a short circuit. He pressed his face against the ice, closing his eyes for just a second. A catastrophic mistake.

The smell of burning flesh flooded his senses. The orange glow under the door. The sound of the Geneva gong signaling the end of the world.

Lucas scrambled back, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped animal. He ripped his helmet off, lunging for air that felt suddenly scarce, tainted by na invisible smoke only he could feel. He stumbled toward the bench, his steps heavy and awkward on his blades. He sat down and stared into the void. His hand was shaking uncontrollably. He was the best hockey player in the world, the face of a billion-dollar agency, a national hero. And he was one step away from a total psychotic break.

Firm footsteps began to echo through the tunnel. The sound of hard-soled shoes on concrete was na intruder in his frozen sanctuary. Lucas didn’t need to look up to know who it was.

“You’re going to snap if you keep this up, Blackwood,” said Alex, his trainer and the only man at CINEXA he still respected.

“I’ve been redlining for five days, Alex,” Lucas replied without getting up. His voice was a mere shred of sound. “And it still doesn’t feel like enough.”

“Enough for what? To punish yourself for being alive?” Alex stopped at the boards. “Lucas, the world thinks you’re invincible. But I’m looking at your heart rate telemetry. You’ve been in the red zone for hours. Talking won’t bring anyone back, but opening up might save what’s left of you.”

Lucas stood up slowly, the sheer weight of his body and mind almost making him trip on his own blades.

“Then save me, Alex,” he said, his voice low—a desperate whisper. “Because nobody else is going to.”

The two walked in silence toward the exit. As they pushed through the automatic doors, the biting Toronto air hit Lucas like a slap. The city was starting to wake up. Suits were rushing by with coffee cups, the streetcar screeched on its tracks, and the glass skyscrapers reflected the first rays of a sun that seemed too pale to warm anything. Lucas felt like a specter. A million-dollar ghost walking among the living.

When they entered the sterile lobby of the CINEXA Institute, the contrast was jarring. The scent of artificial pine and the soft beep of heart monitors replaced the smell of sweat from the rink. Dr. Mercer was already waiting, clutching a tablet with a clinical expression.

“Lucas Blackwood. Three A.M. again?” Mercer adjusted his glasses. “Your cortisol levels are off the charts. We need to start the protocol immediately. For your survival. For you to function.”

“Functional,” Lucas repeated, the word sounding like a death sentence. “That’s all they want: functional. Not human, not whole. Just a spare part that doesn’t choke on its own conscience.”

Lucas walked down the blindingly white hallway, feeling the weight of Geneva in every step. Alex guided him to
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