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      Welcome to Sigma International Security, where the men are lethal, the missions are dangerous, and falling in love is never part of the assignment.

      Each of these elite protectors lives by one code: failure is not an option. But when fate puts a curvy, irresistible heroine in their path, professionalism quickly collides with passion. What starts as a job becomes something far more dangerous—because losing their woman is the one risk they’ll never take.

      From holiday hideaways to high-stakes operations, these over-the-top heroes will stop at nothing to keep their charges safe. But can they convince the women they protect that what burns between them is more than duty? That it’s destiny?

      Get ready for heart-pounding suspense, steamy romance, and heroes who will go too far, break every rule, and fight every threat—because once a Sigma man claims his woman, he’ll never let her go.
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      Winter in New York is cold—until danger makes it burn.

      Sabrina Rosetto lives for her students, her lesson plans, and the calm predictability of kindergarten life. But when a disturbing incident at her school turns into something more sinister, she finds herself the target of a threat she doesn’t understand and can’t outrun.

      Enter Ego—real name Theodore Montego—Sigma International Security’s most intense operative, newly promoted and already questioning every decision that led him here. Protecting a soft-spoken, fiercely dedicated kindergarten teacher? This can’t be the assignment he trained for.

      But Sabrina is full of surprises. Fierce. Funny. Gorgeous. And she’s getting under Ego’s skin in all the wrong ways—and all the right ones.

      As the danger escalates, so does the heat between them. What starts as a protective detail quickly spirals into something deeper, darker, and far more dangerous for his heart.

      One stoic bodyguard. One unexpected heroine. One icy city hiding a deadly secret.

      This winter, survival isn’t the only thing on the line—love is too.
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      Sigma International Security, Volkov Towers, Manhattan Office

      I re-read the assignment Kane handed me for the third time in the last thirty seconds, and I swear I hear roll call sounding off inside my head.

      This is a fucking joke.

      I’m sitting in the corner of Noel Kane’s brand-spanking-new office—fucker was just promoted to official head of our little team at Sigma International Security.

      My arms are crossed over my chest.

      My jaw is locked tight.

      Outside the floor to ceiling window, New York is buried under a foot of snow and counting.

      Inside, it’s worse—because I’m two seconds from exploding.

      “Okay, I read the file,” I mutter. “Three times.”

      Noel doesn’t look up from his tablet.

      Calm.

      Annoyingly calm.

      “Then you know the details.”

      “Oh, I know the details. Teacher. Female. Five-foot-four. Lives and works in Verona, New Jersey. Teaches kindergarten. The biggest threats in her world are glitter and untied shoelaces.”

      Now he lifts his eyes.

      “And a very real security breach.”

      I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees.

      “You’re assigning me—me—to Romper Room?”

      “It’s not a babysitting gig.”

      “Sure as hell looks like one.”

      Noel sighs. The kind of sigh a man gives when he’s two seconds from reminding me, he’s the boss.

      “Ego—”

      “Theodore,” I counter.

      “No one calls you that but your mother.”

      I grunt.

      He’s not wrong. But still.

      Noel sets the tablet down, finally giving me his full attention.

      “You want to finally lead your own op? This is your chance. We got a contract. We fulfill it. You’re the point man.”

      “For what? Coloring time and snack duty?”

      “For whatever comes,” he says. “We’re not taking any chances. Sabrina Rosetto filed a report at her local precinct last week. Someone tried to follow her home from school. Two days later, someone broke into her classroom after hours. Her desk was ransacked, papers scattered. Nothing stolen. No forced entry.”

      I raise a brow. “Cops do anything? And so what? Lots of women are hunted by creeps—that doesn’t make them Sigma clients!”

      “Cops wrote it off as a prank. We’re not. And the reason she’s a Sigma client? She happens to be Josef Aziz’s grandkids’ favorite teacher.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh. Ready to work now?” Noel asks, bushy fucking eyebrows raised.

      “Yeah. I’m ready. So, you think there’s more to it?”

      “I know there is,” Noel says, standing. “I did some digging, and it seems her brother’s got ties to a case we’ve been tracking for months. A web of off-books tech contracts, data leaks, and old ghosts we haven’t chased down yet.”

      “Now you’re talking my language,” I say, straightening.

      “She doesn’t know any of it,” he adds. “As far as Miss Rosetto’s concerned, she’s just a teacher who’s being protected because she’s loved by some very important children. Someone spooked her. Now we’re gonna spook them. Got it?”

      “Yeah, but Kane, what am I supposed to do? Show up to class in my fatigues with my Glock in its holster? Play bodyguard to the sandbox?”

      “No, asshat. You’re supposed to keep her safe. And keep your shit together, Ego.”

      I clench my jaw.

      My pulse is already ticking.

      Why? Because this isn’t the mission I trained for.

      This isn’t why I spent six years in the field chasing down arms dealers, smugglers—the kind of men who make boogeymen check under their beds.

      I didn’t sign up to play crossing guard.

      But then again, Sigma doesn’t waste resources. If Noel says it’s real, it’s real.

      And like it or not, I’ll meet her today.

      I flip open the file again. Catch a glimpse of her picture.

      Sabrina Rosetto.

      Kindergarten teacher.

      Civilian. Civilized.

      Dark hair. Light eyes. Big tits.

      She’s soft.

      And pretty.

      Fuck.

      “Fine,” I bite out. “But if this turns into finger painting, I’m out.”

      Noel smirks.

      “Yeah, yeah. Try not to scare the children.”
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      It’s just another day at Our Lady of Grace Academy.

      Okay—no, it’s really not.

      Every now and then, I feel it.

      A shiver across my skin.

      Goosebumps on my arms.

      The fine hair at the back of my neck is rising like a silent alarm.

      It’s like I’m being watched.

      Or hunted.

      Or something worse.

      And I feel ridiculous for even thinking that, because let’s be honest—I’m not the kind of girl who stars in one of those spicy shows or novels I binge-read late at night.

      You know the ones.

      Where the heroine is all doe-eyed innocence or fierce sass and somehow ends up being stalked by a dark, dangerous man who turns out to be her soulmate.

      And we eat it up.

      Every. Single. Time.

      But that’s not me.

      I’m thirty-five, single, and I wear a size eighteen—not an eight.

      I’m five foot four, which technically makes me a giant compared to the women in my family.

      But still. This?

      Me? My life?

      Yeah, it’s not exactly leading lady material.

      I mean, I am average at best.

      My big dream?

      To buy this house that sits on edge of Verona with yellow stucco, a Spanish tile roof, wraparound porch, huge garden boxes, and a yard big enough for a pool.

      I got up enough courage once to tour an open house, and yeah, it has that perfect big, yellow kitchen with Sub Zero Wolf appliances.

      But that’s just a fantasy.

      Back to my real life.

      So why did someone break into my apartment?

      Why was my classroom unlocked when I got here this morning?

      And my desk? Someone went through it. I’m sure of it.

      Nothing was stolen. Nothing broken. But it felt wrong. Used. Violated.

      What could they possibly want?

      I don’t have anything valuable.

      No jewelry. No secrets. No family heirlooms or piles of cash under the floorboards.

      Hell, I don’t even have much family. Not really.

      Just a brother who can’t be bothered to call once a year to say Merry Christmas.

      The moment I think about him sadness slams into me like a punch to the ribs.

      Marco.

      The last time we spoke was at Ma’s funeral.

      And even then, all he wanted was his share of the house sale.

      Six thousand three hundred and eighty-four dollars.

      No more, no less.

      That’s all it came to after taxes and medical bills.

      Not exactly the windfall he was hoping for.

      But what did he expect?

      That house was already falling apart when Ma got sick, and once the hospital bills rolled in, it was over.

      He didn’t even pretend to be there for anything but the money.

      Didn’t stay. Didn’t look back.

      And now? I haven’t heard from him since.

      So no.

      I don’t have any family.

      I don’t have enemies.

      I don’t have anything anyone would want.

      The police said it was probably some unhoused addict looking for money, which—honestly? Rude. And probably racist.

      Just because my school is in a quiet part of Jersey doesn’t mean bad things can’t happen here.

      And just because I don’t have diamonds or designer bags lying around doesn’t mean someone wouldn’t think I had something worth stealing.

      Still, the feeling won’t go away.

      That tight little knot behind my ribs.

      That low-grade hum under my skin.

      That something is off.

      That someone is targeting me on purpose.

      That this isn’t just some random thing.

      That I’m being watched.

      Followed.

      Hunted.

      I keep telling myself I’m being dramatic.

      I watch too much true crime, read too many dark romance novels where the heroine ends up with the obsessive stalker, and listen to way too many podcasts about women who disappear in broad daylight.

      But this? This isn’t fiction. It’s not entertainment.

      I can feel it.

      Something dangerous is coming.

      Still, you can’t live your life in a vacuum.

      At least that’s what Ma used to say—usually right before pushing me out the door to socialize when all I wanted was to stay home in my pajamas with a book.

      Which is probably why, in a moment of weakness, I said yes when Mary—the first-grade teacher whose classroom is next to mine—begged me to go with her to a Catholic singles speed dating thing.

      Tonight.

      Hosted right here in the parish basement.

      She was so excited I couldn’t say no.

      Plus, I figured maybe if I threw the universe a bone, it would ease up on the cosmic horror show.

      Besides, supposedly all the guys attending are quality men. Church-attending. Clean-cut. God-fearing. The kind you could bring to a family barbecue.

      I highly doubt it, but whatever. Maybe there’ll be free wine.

      It’s not like I’m expecting some lightning bolt connection. I’m not even sure I want one.

      Not like this.

      Not with all of this fear living under my skin like a second pulse.

      Not when I can’t shake the feeling that I’m already in someone’s crosshairs.

      Not when falling in love feels like the most dangerous thing of all.

      Still, I put on lipstick this morning. Just in case.

      Because maybe the man I fall in love with won’t be Catholic.

      Or clean-cut.

      Or expected.

      But maybe he’ll show up, anyway.

      And maybe—just maybe—I’ll be brave enough to let him in.

      My musings are cut short when one of my students raises his hand for help with his coat.

      “Okay, Billy, go stand by your desk and get ready for prayers,” I tell him and grin, when another student catches my attention.

      “Manny? Back to your desk please,” I say, but something is captivating the boy.

      “Miss Rosetto, he’s HUGE!”

      I blink and turn toward the spot where Manny Ortega is practically frozen in place in his puffy Spider-Man jacket.

      His mitten-covered hand is pressed against the glass pane of the door.

      “Who’s huge, sweetheart?”

      “That guy,” he whispers loudly. “Right outside the door. He’s a giant!”

      A nervous flutter tightens in my chest.

      “Back to your desk,” I say again, trying not to cause alarm as I cross the room quickly, my eyes darting to the hallway.

      Yup, sure enough, there’s a man standing just outside.

      Not just any man.

      A very large man in all black—broad-shouldered, black boots, fitted jacket, buzzcut, and the kind of presence that makes you rethink your life choices.

      He looks like he belongs in a Jason Bourne movie, not outside a kindergarten classroom.

      I stiffen instantly.

      My heart jackhammers as my mind races with a dozen awful scenarios in less than a second.

      Until the man’s dark eyes meet mine and he moves to open the door with the gentlest push imaginable, like he’s trying not to scare the children.

      “Miss Rosetto?” he asks, voice low and steady. “Sorry to interrupt. May I have a word?”

      I blink. Stare. Swallow.

      Then I hear my own voice, automatic and polite. “You’ll have to wait a moment. We’re about to pray.”

      The dismissal bell hasn't rung yet, and it’s Friday.

      That means final school-wide prayers, broadcast over the PA system so every classroom can join.

      The man—tall, terrifying, tattooed—actually pauses.

      His brow furrows.

      And then something shifts in his expression.

      He nods once, comes all the way inside the classroom.

      And—this part stuns me—he clasps his hands together, bows his head slightly, and steps back respectfully toward the chalkboard corner, just out of the way.

      I stare at him for half a beat longer, but he doesn’t look up.

      Not even when the whiteboard flickers, and a video begins to play of one of our eighth-grade students leading the school in prayer.

      All around me, my little ones begin to settle down. They stand with their tiny hands folded, eyes closed.

      Some of them peek.

      Manny definitely peeks.

      But I do what I always do. I bow my head and murmur the words alongside the rest of them.

      “Loving Father,

      Thank you for this day, for our friends, for our teachers, and for the love you give us. Amen.”

      The room stills.

      Even the chaos of coats and snack wrappers seems to pause, like we’ve all been wrapped in a soft blanket of peace for thirty seconds.

      And when I risk one more glance at the giant in the corner, I catch the faintest smile on his face.

      Not mocking. Not impatient.

      Soft.

      Like maybe once upon a time, he prayed this exact prayer, too.

      When the final “Amen” echoes through the room, the kids giggle, the spell is broken, and the mad dash for backpacks and bus lines begins.

      But the tall man waits.

      And I appreciate his patience.

      Whatever he wants, I know he must’ve passed through security at the front of school. All the other entrances and exits are locked until dismissal, and even then, there are guards at each one.

      The school takes security very seriously, which is likely because the student body comprises some very important, influential and, yeah, rich families.

      I don’t know why this man is here, but something tells me he always gets what he came for.
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      Sabrina Rosetto is sweet and pretty on paper, but her photo doesn't do her justice.

      She is something else in person.

      I’ve been professionally trained to take in miniscule details at a glance, and my focus is completely on her from the second I saw her through the glass-paneled door to her classroom.

      She’s wearing a fitted brown skirt that hugs her wide hips and stops mid-calf, with a cream-colored blouse tucked in and a soft little cardigan on top—buttoned all the way up with about two dozen tiny pearl buttons that make my fingers itch.

      She’s got on knee high boots that mold to her calves, and the slit in her skirt flashes a bit of skin when she walks.

      Every curve, every dip and swell of her ultra-feminine body is outlined in modest fabrics, and that only makes it worse.

      Like she’s daring someone to look beneath the surface.

      Or maybe she doesn’t know what she’s doing to the people who do look.

      Because the truth is, all I want to do is peel those clothes off of her and see what she’s hiding beneath her prim and proper exterior.

      I should be better than this.

      I’m a professional.

      I’ve seen models, movie stars, pop stars, diplomats, mob wives, actual fucking princesses.

      I’ve guarded people with entire countries in their back pockets.

      But her?

      This kindergarten teacher?

      Yeah, I’m seconds from embarrassing myself with a hard-on like I’m some damn teenage altar boy.

      Maybe it’s the Catholic school setting.

      The faint smell of chalk and antiseptic and whatever cleaning fluid they use in these hallways.

      Maybe it’s the distant echo of prayers on the whiteboard and the fact that for one split second, I forgot who I was and actually bowed my damn head.

      Like I used to at St. Peter’s over in Newark, back when me and my brother Kai were little shits with scraped knees and bigger dreams than we had room for.

      I wasn’t a die-hard then. Not now either.

      But I liked school. I liked church.

      I liked the idea of forgiveness.

      Still do.

      The idea that even someone like me—a guy who’s done shit no confessional could clean—might be made new again.

      She doesn’t even know what she’s doing to me.

      Sabrina Rosetto, with her soft curves and soft cardigan and soft voice, makes me want to be better. To earn something.

      To earn her.

      She doesn’t look at me right away. She’s busy with the kids, zipping up jackets, passing out folders, laughing at some inside joke with a freckle-faced boy who looks like he worships the ground she walks on.

      I completely understand, kid. Trust me.

      She’s strong. In a quiet way.

      And I don’t miss the way her hand shakes when she thinks no one’s looking.

      I catch it.

      That tiny tremor. That flicker of nerves.

      She’s scared.

      And if she thinks this threat is real like I know it is—then she has every reason to be.

      And yet she doesn’t cower under my stare. Doesn’t fawn. Doesn’t even offer me more than a glance until the last of the kids is out the door and down the hall.

      I admit I’m on tenterhooks, waiting for even a crumb of her attention.

      Then she turns.

      And bam!

      Full-frontal impact.

      Big eyes—hazel, I think they’re called, because instead of one color there’s like twenty shades of green, amber, and brown. They’re framed by short, thick, impossibly dark lashes.

      Her full cheeks are deliciously flushed. And her thick, golden brown hair is pulled back in some kind of bun that’s already starting to fall apart.

      My pulse kicks up like a bomb’s about to drop.

      She eyes me carefully, arms crossed, head tilted slightly.

      And when she speaks, her voice is low and husky.

      It’s like she’s telling me a secret, and suddenly I need to know everything I can about her.

      She raises her eyebrows, and it’s then I realize I’m staring like a moron.

      “So, what can I do for you, Mister, um?”

      She bites her bottom lip expectantly.

      And holy shit—I almost forget my name.

      Almost.

      I straighten up, smile the way Kane told me not to—like I mean it.

      “Theodore Montego, but everyone calls me Ego, Miss Rosetto,” I say, pulling out my badge just enough to flash the Sigma logo.

      “Ego? Like the waffle?”

      “I guess,” I murmur, and clear my throat.

      “Okay then, Ego,” she says and her lips twitch, but she doesn’t smile. Yet. “So, why are you here?”

      “Actually, I’m here to help you.”
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      I stare at the man standing in my classroom like he’s just told me the sky is green.

      “Um… what?” I ask.

      He doesn’t blink. Not once.

      “I’m your bodyguard,” he says calmly.

      “You?”

      “Me.”

      I laugh.

      It comes out wrong—too sharp, too loud.

      “I think there’s been some kind of mistake.”

      “There hasn’t,” he replies. “Sigma International Security was hired to protect you.”

      That finally lands.

      My stomach drops.

      “Who hired you?” I demand. “Because I didn’t hire anyone. And I definitely didn’t ask for—” I gesture vaguely at all of him, “—this.”

      He studies me like I’m a puzzle he’s already halfway solved.

      “You’re pretty important to some pretty important people, Miss Rosetto.”

      “I don’t know anyone like that,” I say, but pause because actually, I do.

      And when it hits me—and it hits me kinda hard—that I have students from prominent families, then I get it.

      “Oh,” I whisper.

      Well.

      “Do you need a moment?”

      I frown in response.

      Because what the actual hell?

      A thousand thoughts crash into me at once, and none of them are helpful.

      Mostly, I’m suddenly, irrationally annoyed.

      Because this man—this stupidly handsome, broad-shouldered, dark-eyed action hero of a human being—has walked into my life on the one day I was already questioning all of my choices.

      Tonight, I’m supposed to be at a church-run speed dating event in the parish basement.

      I’m wearing my nicest sweater.

      I even practiced my most polite smile.

      But right now? I feel like a fraud because here I am pretending I’m not desperate or tired or lonely.

      And now this guy just waltzes in here to witness my ultimate humiliation?

      Of fucking course he’s here today of all days.

      Why? Clearly, it’s because the universe hates me. That’s why it sent a walking testosterone bomb into my classroom when I’m already spiraling about my love life.

      Nope. Absolutely not.

      I refuse to let my brain go there.

      I’m alive. I’m here. My students are safe. I have a job I love and a classroom full of tiny humans who think I’m magic because I can read The Very Hungry Caterpillar in silly voices.
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