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      “Can I pet your dog?”

      Magnus looked up from where he had been scrolling through the emails on his cell phone as he sat on a bench in one of London’s smaller parks. It was late summer, and the sun was shining brightly overhead.

      He immediately did a double take as he found himself looking into the most innocent and unusual violet-colored eyes he had ever seen.

      The innocent part, considering the little girl standing near him could only be, at most, four or five years old, was a given. She also had long golden hair brushed back in a high ponytail and was wearing a T-shirt with a rainbow unicorn depicted on the front of it, along with pink shorts. Her pink-sandaled feet dangled a foot or so off the ground as she sat opposite him. All adding to her air of innocence.

      None of which was in the least relevant when a hasty glance in the near vicinity didn’t reveal a frantic mother, or father, desperately searching for their missing angel.

      “Are you here with your Mummy?” Magnus considered her to be a very remiss mummy if the lack of her concerned presence was any indication.

      “No.”

      “Daddy?”

      “No.”

      The fuck…!

      “Nanny or Grandpa, then?”

      “No. Can I pet your dog?” she repeated with a covetous look at the panting cream West Highland Terrier sitting at his feet.

      “You can, yes,” he answered. Angus was super friendly and not at all aggressive, but Magnus was becoming more and more concerned at the lack of an adult to supervise—and protect—this beautiful little girl. “But he isn’t my dog,” he added distractedly.

      Luckily, she had chosen wisely when she had decided to speak to Magnus. There were a hell of a lot of deviant men, and women, whose motives in answering her wouldn’t have been as trustworthy.

      “Then why is he sitting beside you?” she persisted.

      “Because I’m looking after him for a friend.”

      “What friend?”

      “My cousin Rufus.”

      “Your cousin is your friend?”

      “He’s also my business partner.” He didn’t feel the need to tell a little girl that he and his two brothers, plus their cousin, owned and ran the worldwide company, Wynter Security.

      Magnus usually ran the New York office, but he had stayed on in England, in the apartment he kept in London, after Rufus’s wedding so that he could look after the London office in his cousin’s absence and also take care of Angus. He was enjoying it so much, he was thinking of moving back to London permanently and letting Knox, his deputy, remain in charge of New York.

      “I don’t have any cousins or a busi—busi—a partner.”

      “I’m sorry.” Considering the sadness of her expression, it seemed the right thing for him to say.

      “Why isn’t your cousin looking after his own dog?”

      “Because he’s away on his honeymoon.”

      She wrinkled her tiny nose in concentration. “What’s a honeymoon?” She looked up into the moonless sky, as if searching for the answer to that question.

      Magnus grinned at how cute that was.

      Cute?

      Had he just thought something this little girl said and did was cute?

      Fuck!

      “It’s a holiday people go on after they get married,” he bit out.

      “Oh.” She looked suitably unimpressed. “My mummy isn’t married.”

      Okay. “Neither am I,” Magnus offered.

      “Do you have any little girls of your own?”

      “No.”

      “I’m not your cousin or busi—partner, or your little girl, so can I be your friend instead?”

      The thought of this little angel being his daughter caused an ache in Magnus’s chest.

      Which was fucking ridiculous!

      All Magnus had done was leave the office to go to Rufus’s house at lunchtime to collect Angus and bring the cream-colored West Highland Terrier to the park for a walk. He had then intended taking the dog back to Rufus’s house before returning to work in the executive office situated in the London-based Wynter Security building for the rest of the afternoon.

      He certainly hadn’t envisaged being accosted by a three- or four-year-old child—he’d now decided she was probably younger than he’d initially thought—while he was at the park.

      Or feeling as if he were being interviewed for a job he hadn’t applied for… “Look, angel⁠—”

      “How do you know my name?” She gave him a pleased smile.

      “I don’t,” he answered cautiously.

      She frowned slightly. “But you just called me Angel.”

      His brows rose. “That’s your name?”

      She nodded. “Angelique, but Mummy always calls me Angel.”

      Magnus would too. “My name is Magnus. It was the name of a Norwegian king,” he explained when she eyed him quizzically, obviously never having heard the name before. “Where is your mummy right now?” He diverted the conversation rather than continuing to explain the meaning of his name or where Norway was.

      “At work. It’s Tuesday, and Mummy always works in the library on a Tuesday⁠—”

      “Angelique Jones!” a strident voice shouted across the park as a thin and harried-looking red-haired woman, probably aged in her midthirties, hurried toward them.

      Magnus frowned at her. “Is that your mummy?”

      “No, that’s Miss Francesca.” She leaned forward across the table so she could confide, “She’s mean.”

      Magnus’s hackles rose defensively at the thought of anyone being mean to this little sweetheart. “In what way is she mean?”

      “She won’t let me bring Henry with me into nursery, even on Show and Tell day, and if I don’t eat my lunch quickly enough, she won’t let me have any dessert either.”

      Magnus could see by the earnest expression on Angel’s face that she considered both those things to be the height of meanness. Magnus didn’t think it was particularly nice to deny a small child her cuddly toy named Henry, or dessert either.

      He also found himself agreeing with her that Miss Francesca certainly looked mean when the cross and slightly breathless redhead arrived beside where they were sitting.

      She ignored him completely as she grasped Angel’s arm to pull the little girl off the wooden seat so that the woman was now towering over her. From the way Angel’s skin showed white around the edge of those fingers, the woman wasn’t being gentle about it either.

      “I have told you before about wandering off.” She bent down to snap furiously into Angel’s face. “It’s dangerous. There are people in the park who might take you away and do terrible⁠—”

      “Hey, now, I don’t think there’s any need to frighten the child.” Magnus stood to look down the length of his nose at the woman who was obviously an employee at the nursery Angel said she attended. “Unless that last remark was aimed at me? In which case, we’re going to have a problem.” He raised a single eyebrow in challenge.

      Magnus was well aware of how some people found his height and appearance alarming.

      He was wearing a perfectly tailored suit and shirt, with a silk tie. But those expensive trappings didn’t detract from the fact that at four inches over six feet tall, with a wide and muscular chest and shoulders, he looked intimidating. He also had a thick dark beard the same color as his hair, and it pretty well covered the lower half of his face.

      Which was why it was doubly interesting to him that this cute little girl, out of all the people in the park she could have chosen, decided to speak to him. He accepted the draw of Angus was the reason for her initial conversation, but it wasn’t why she had continued to stay and talk to him.

      The woman had the grace to look a little uncomfortable, but she didn’t back down. “I am merely trying to instill in Angelique how dangerous it was for her to run off and then to start speaking to a complete stranger.”

      “Of course you are.” Magnus took a step forward to pry the woman’s fingers off Angel’s arm. As he had expected, the skin beneath was already red as an indication it would later bruise. He lifted his narrowed gaze to glare at the woman as he spoke to the child rather than this poor excuse for an adult. “What is the name of your nursery, Angel?”

      “Buzzy Bees,” she announced proudly.

      “Mm.” Magnus’s cold gaze narrowed on the woman standing beside her. “What are you doing at the park?”

      “I and four of my colleagues brought ten of the older children to feed the ducks in the lake over there. We were in charge of two children each,” Miss Francesca explained tartly. “None of us realized until a few minutes ago that Angelique had wandered off,” she accused with another glare at the little girl.

      “She prefers to be called Angel.”

      “I don’t approve of nicknames,” the woman informed him with a haughty sniff.

      Did she just fucking sniff at him?

      Magnus had only met this woman a few seconds ago, but he already knew there would be a whole slew of things Miss Francesca “didn’t approve of.” Including him.

      Unfortunately for her, Magnus didn’t approve of her either. “And was it you or one of your colleagues who was put in charge of keeping Angel safe?”

      Angry color darkened those thin cheeks. “I wasn’t put anywhere.”

      “But she was under your protection?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “I’m sure you are as aware as I am that there are no acceptable buts where the safety and well-being of a child is concerned,” Magnus bit out before turning to the little girl. “It has been a privilege and a pleasure to meet you, little Angel,” he told her warmly as he drew out his wallet from the breast pocket of his jacket to take out one of his private cards. It had the address of his London apartment and his cell phone number on it. “Would you please give this to your mummy and ask her to call me?” He crouched down to hand the card to the little girl. “There are a few things I would like to discuss with her.” He gave Miss Francesca a pointed glance as he straightened back to his full height.

      The woman’s scowl told him there was very little possibility of that business card getting into the hands of Angel’s mummy. Or anyone else in a position of authority who might demand answers for her behavior. But Magnus wasn’t concerned, because he now had the name of the nursery.

      How many Buzzy Bees nurseries could there be?

      A whole damn lot, as it happened, Magnus discovered when he returned to his office and started looking online. Bees were apparently a thing right now, and Buzzy, the lady in charge of the second nursery he’d called wanting to know if a Miss Francesca worked there had explained, was a play on the word busy.

      Magnus had decided before making the calls that it would be more prudent to ask if a Miss Francesca was an employee rather than if Angelique Jones was one of the children in their care. He doubted the name of a child, or confirmation she was one of their charges, was the sort of information any self-respecting person running a nursery would be willing to share.

      At least he sincerely hoped that not everyone who worked at a children’s nursery was as careless with the safety and privacy of their young charges as this Francesca woman had been earlier today.

      Magnus struck lucky at the fifth nursery when he spoke to a very pleasant-sounding young lady who confirmed that yes, they had a Miss Francesca in their employ. She happily introduced herself as Allison Fairbody, but refused to give out any other details about one of her employees.

      Luckily, Magnus didn’t need to know anything more than he did to feel justified in making an appointment to see Allison Fairbody at five thirty that evening. When she’d asked what it was in connection to, he’d told her the truth. He wanted to talk about Miss Francesca, but it was also in relation to Angelique Jones. At the mention of Angel, Ms. Fairbody had become even more guarded in her manner.

      Magnus knew it was none of his fucking business if this Francesca woman was incompetent at her job. But he didn’t like cruelty or bullying in any shape or form. Plus, he’d witnessed the woman’s physical cruelty toward Angel today. Angel had also told him of how the woman denied her the comfort of her cuddly toy and the pleasure of desserts. The first for no good reason Magnus could see, and the second for the minor infringement of not having eaten enough to earn the dessert.

      As far as he was concerned, Francesca sounded like an all-round nasty piece of work. She certainly shouldn’t have any authority over small children, but especially a cute little girl like Angel.

      There he went again with the cute, when he had never called anyone that in his entire life before.

      Put that together with his appointment to visit the nursery this evening, and Magnus knew he was well and truly fucked.
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        * * *

      

      Sapphie desperately tried to remain outwardly calm. Which wasn’t all that easy to do when inside, she was already frantically making plans for as quick and quiet a getaway from London for herself and Angel as she could in the next couple of hours.

      All because Allison Fairbody had been waiting for Sapphie when she arrived at the nursery a few minutes ago. She had wanted her to know that a man called Magnus Wynter, a man Sapphie had assured the other woman she didn’t know and had never heard of, was due to arrive any minute after telephoning to make inquiries about Angel earlier today.

      “I did ask for you to call me if something like this happened so that I could take Angel out of school as quickly as possible.” She winced at hearing the accusation in her tone. “I’m sorry, that was unfair of me when you kindly agreed to take Angel in the first place, even knowing of our…family circumstances.”

      “As I told you then, and I’ll repeat now, several of our charges come from contentious family backgrounds,” Allison soothed. “It’s the way of the world nowadays. It’s the reason we have a security guard on duty during the day.” She nodded to the man standing off to one side of the hallway. “As well as cameras strategically placed to ensure we know the children are safe at all times in their classrooms.”

      Which was the main reason Sapphie had chosen Buzzy Bees Nursery when Angel expressed a wish to go to playschool and be with other children when they arrived in London six months ago. But something had obviously gone wrong with Sapphie’s own security measures, either here or at the building where they rented a small apartment, for this man to have made an appointment to come here this evening to talk about Angel specifically.

      Sapphie frantically tried to think of how or what she might have done to draw attention to herself and her beloved daughter.

      She honestly couldn’t think of a damn thing. But she must have done something, or this man wouldn’t be arriving at the nursery school in⁠—

      God, five minutes!

      Which meant she only had that amount of time to collect Angel from the playroom and get the hell out of there.

      “I tried to call you several times this afternoon, but your cell kept going to voicemail,” Allison apologized. “I left a message each time.”

      Sapphie always turned her cell phone to silent when she was working in the library, as a courtesy to the other people there. The phone had been sitting on the desktop this afternoon as she worked. She must have been too distracted to see it light up with Allison’s calls. She’d then been late leaving the library, which was why she hadn’t checked her messages either before hurrying here to pick up Angel at five thirty.

      “Besides,” Allison continued with a frown, “I was curious about the fact Mr. Wynter’s initial query was if a Miss Francesca worked here, before he even got round to mentioning Angel.”

      A fact that puzzled Sapphie too, but it in no way lessened her feelings of panic.

      Or the way her mind was still racing as she inwardly cataloged all that she had to do before they could leave London.

      She always arranged their lives in such a way that she and Angel could, if they really had to, leave with just the clothes on their backs and their passports and money in the backpack Sapphie always carried with her.

      But she would prefer, for Angel’s sake, not to have to do that.

      Her daughter was going to be upset at them having to move yet again. Leaving behind what few personal possessions they had would only increase the trauma of the situation.

      “Mr. Wynter didn’t sound threatening,” Allison tried to assure.

      As Sapphie knew only too well, most monsters didn’t. Not initially, anyway.

      In any case, it really didn’t matter what or who this Magnus Wynter was. The fact he had mentioned Angel by name was enough to set off all of Sapphie’s finely honed survival instincts.

      She and Angel needed to leave London.

      She would take the time to collect their two small packed to-go bags from their apartment on the way to the railway station. She’d decide their destination once they got there. Whatever train was leaving the station next!

      Unfortunately, before Sapphie could put that plan into action, she saw a black SUV turn into the driveway.

      Its windows were tinted so that the people inside couldn’t be seen as the vehicle parked directly in front of the door of the nursery building where she and Allison were standing. But Sapphie instinctively knew the driver would be Magnus Wynter.
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      Magnus knew the moment he looked at the two young women standing in the doorway of the Buzzy Bees Nursery building that the slender one on the left was Angel’s mother.

      She looked to be aged in her early to midtwenties, wearing skinny jeans and a purple T-shirt. She also had the exact same white-blonde hair in a ponytail at her crown and the same delicate facial features as her daughter.

      Magnus wasn’t close enough to see the color of her eyes, but he would take a guess on them being the same unusual violet as her daughter’s.

      Whatever the color of her eyes, just looking at her made Magnus feel as if he had been hit in the chest with a four-by-four.

      He had never felt anything like it before. Certainly not just from looking at a woman. But there was no denying that right now, his chest actually hurt, preventing him from breathing properly.

      In contrast, Angel’s mummy—he desperately needed to know her actual name, damn it—took one glance at him as he stepped out of his SUV before she turned to hurry down the hallway in the opposite direction. As if the hounds of hell were snapping at her heels.

      Or as if she intended to collect her daughter before they both ran.

      “Hold it right there,” he instructed loudly enough for her to hear as he strode purposefully toward the building.

      She froze like a deer in headlights before slowly turning, her terrified gaze on his hands rather than his face.

      What the fuck…!

      “I’m not carrying any sort of weapon,” he assured her.

      The woman beside Angel’s mother gasped. “I would have already pressed the panic button to alert the police if you had.” She held up the cell phone in her hand.

      The man standing in the background, obviously a security guard, had also taken a protective step forward.

      Magnus would guess the woman was Allison Fairbody, the woman in charge of the nursery. “I assure you, I come in peace.” He held his hands up in surrender.

      “Who do you work for?” Angel’s mother demanded as she walked back to the doorway, her chin tilted at a defiant angle as her eyes—yes, they were indeed that deep violet color—challenged his.

      Something, much to Magnus’s surprise, his cock seemed to find incredibly arousing.

      He was totally baffled by that initial blow to his chest, as much as by this physical reaction to her.

      Yes, this woman was very beautiful, and her sexy curves were clearly outlined in her fitted clothing, but she had to be at least sixteen, possibly eighteen years, his junior. She was also a single mother. Which wasn’t exactly a turn-off, but Magnus had always avoided relationships that came with complications. Hell, he had always avoided relationships, full stop, and he rarely dated any woman for longer than a couple of weeks.

      Was it possible his heart and his body were currently rethinking that decision?

      “Let me guess, you’re some sleazy private detective who’s been hired to hunt down Angel and me, but more specifically, to take Angel,” she sneered.

      The engorging of Magnus’s cock stuttered and then ceased altogether. Which, under the circumstances, was probably the best thing that could happen, for both their sakes. No matter what his reaction to her might have been, he was too damned old and jaded for such a beautiful young woman.

      “I take offense at the word sleazy,” he bit out. “I’m not a private detective. Nor do I work for anyone else.” But he was very eager to know why this lovely young woman might have thought he was. Even more so as to why she’d thought he might have had a gun or some other weapon in his hand. “I did give Angel my private card rather than my business card, but I doubt it got as far as either of you…? That’s what I thought,” he muttered when they both looked blank.

      “You mentioned Miss Francesca is one of the reasons for you coming here?” Allison prompted.

      He removed two of his more formal business cards from the leather holder in his breast pocket, before handing one to each of the ladies. “As you can see, my name is Magnus Wynter, and I am one of the owners of Wynter Security. The others are my brothers and cousin.”

      The guard in the hallway had obviously heard of either him or the company, the tension easing somewhat from his shoulders as he gave Magnus a respectful nod of acknowledgment.

      “Sapphie Jones,” Angel’s mother supplied distractedly as she read his business card before putting it in the back pocket of her jeans. “Aren’t security companies also hired to look for missing people?”

      “Are you missing?”

      “Not to anyone who matters.”

      “Hmm.” He mulled over that evasive answer. “Well, Wynter Security prefers to protect people, not expose them to danger,” he told her mildly.

      She eyed him warily. “Why are you here, Mr. Wynter?”

      “I—”

      “You!” a voice accused.

      Magnus looked up to see a very red-faced Miss Francesca marching furiously down the hallway toward them, looking no less a martinet than she had earlier today.

      He instinctively stepped between her and the other two women. “I’m glad you’ve joined us, because it will save me having to look for you,” he added in a hard voice. “Now that you’re here, you can explain why Angel says you’re mean to her and why I personally saw you grip her arm so hard in the park earlier today that it’s sure to have left finger-shaped bruises.”
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        * * *

      

      What the…!

      Sapphie didn’t know which part of that statement to deal with first.

      The fact that her daughter had told this man Francesca Fuller was mean to her.

      Or that her daughter had been taken to the park, where she had then spoken to a complete stranger.

      Sapphie’s thought process was being made all the more difficult by her trying to inwardly process the impact of the man who had introduced himself as Magnus Wynter.

      Her first thought when he’d stepped down from the SUV was that he was BIG.

      Everywhere.

      He had to be at least four or five inches over six feet tall. His legs were long, and although his suit was expertly tailored—no doubt in an effort to mask how muscular his shoulders, arms, and chest were—it hadn’t quite succeeded in doing that as those muscles bulged against the expensive material. His hair was so dark, it was almost black, and it matched the color of the thick beard covering the lower half of his face. His eyes, a deep emerald green beneath dark eyebrows, were sharp with intelligence.

      Her second thought, after taking in his imposing appearance in that single glance, had been run.

      Unfortunately, he’d moved too fast, especially for such a large man, for her to be able to get very far. Now that she’d heard the reason he was here, she was glad she hadn’t.

      “It says in Angel’s notes that she isn’t supposed to be taken anywhere out of the building.” Allison made her displeasure known as she glared at her employee.

      “We were only gone for half an hour⁠—”

      “No exceptions.” The usually mild-mannered Allison looked angrier than Sapphie had ever seen her.

      “I thought⁠—”

      “No, you didn’t think. Or, at least, only as far as believing you knew what was best, as you always do,” Allison continued coldly. “But you’ve gone too far this time.”

      “You’re going to believe the word of a stranger over someone you’ve worked with for months?” Francesca accused.

      “Months when I have regretted ever employing you, but until today was unable to find a valid reason to dismiss you. But you’ve now admitted taking Angel to the park, despite having been given explicit instructions by her mother, and me, not to do so. That’s a serious violation of our trust.” Allison’s mouth tightened. “Collect your things and leave.”

      Brown eyes widened indignantly. “You can’t just fire me⁠—”

      “She can, and she should,” Magnus Wynter put in. “It’s also a decision I don’t believe you should try to challenge legally, when it involves gross negligence on your part, which might have caused harm to a child in your care. In fact, her sensitive position in charge of a children’s nursery means Miss Fairbody has a mandatory duty to terminate your employment, effective immediately.”

      Francesca gave him a sneering glance before turning back to Allison. “You would take the side of some sleazy man who was obviously at the park earlier for nefarious reasons⁠—”

      “I take exception to being called sleazy twice in as many minutes,” Magnus Wynter snapped. “Even more so when accompanied by your implication regarding my reason for being in the park earlier,” he added in a chilling voice, his eyes equally as cold. “I’d already walked my cousin’s dog—the reason I was at the park,” he added, his glittering gaze narrowed on Francesca. “I was sitting at a picnic table checking my emails when the child you were in charge of keeping safe came over to sit opposite me and began talking to me.”

      That sounded very much like something Sapphie’s trusting and friendly daughter would do!

      Except Angel shouldn’t have been at the park where anyone, not just this man, could have seen her. The fact Angel had then been allowed to wander off and start a conversation with a complete stranger wasn’t just unacceptable, it was dangerous too.

      Magnus Wynter was obviously offended by being called sleazy by two different women. Sapphie had no idea why Francesca had called him that, but she had only used that word because the man was just too imposing. The dark beard covering his jaw gave him a menacing appearance, but sleazy was way off as a way of describing him.

      Sapphie leveled a glare at Francesca. “Is it true that you physically hurt my daughter?”

      The woman’s cheeks flushed. “She’d been very naughty by wandering off that way. I simply grasped her arm to emphasize that⁠—”

      “You grabbed Angel so tightly, her skin showed white round the edges of your bony fingers,” Magnus Wynter accused. “It’s the reason I’m here,” he explained to Sapphie and Allison. “You both needed to know that this woman isn’t fit to be in charge of children.”

      “Obviously not,” Allison agreed with him before turning back to Francesca. “I’ll have security escort you to your locker to collect your things and then out of the building.”

      “I know the way,” the other woman snapped.

      Allison nodded. “Then I suggest you take it, and as quickly as possible. But you will be escorted there, and then from the building and the grounds,” she stated firmly. “I will contact our lawyers to have an immediate court order put in place to prevent you from ever coming back onto or into these premises again.”

      Francesca gave a scornful snort. “As if I’d ever want to.”

      “I suggest you don’t attempt to procure employment with another nursery either, because I will not, in good conscience, be able to give you a reference if you do,” Allison warned. “You can also expect to hear from the police if Ms. Jones decides she would like to press charges for your physical assault on Angel.”

      If Sapphie pressed charges against this horrible woman, then she knew she would be required to appear in court. Something she couldn’t do.

      Which wasn’t to say she was any less furious at learning of Francesca’s behavior toward Angel. “What was Mr. Wynter referring to when he said Angel told him you’re mean to her?”

      “Utter nonsense,” the older woman dismissed. “All children, of any age, need discipline and order⁠—”

      “You told her she couldn’t bring her cuddly toy to nursery with her and denied her desserts when she hadn’t, in your opinion, eaten enough of the first course of the meal,” Magnus Wynter explained mildly.

      A mildness that was completely belied by the angry glitter still gleaming in those emerald-green eyes. As if he felt the injustice of those two things personally.

      “Her cuddly toy…?” Sapphie prompted curiously, knowing her daughter didn’t have one of those. For some reason, even as a baby, Angel had always ignored any cuddly toys that had been placed in her cot.

      “Henry,” Magnus Wynter supplied.

      Her brow cleared. “Ah.”

      “I fucking hate bullies,” he continued vehemently.

      “Discipline is⁠—”

      “Hate them,” he repeated, leveling a fierce scowl beneath his dark brows at Francesca.

      “Please escort Miss Fuller to her locker and then out of the building,” Allison instructed the security guard.

      The red-haired woman glared at them all. “I’ll make sure you live to regret this.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m not going to regret a thing I’ve done today,” Magnus dismissed dryly.

      “Me either,” Sapphie assured.

      “Neither will I,” Allison agreed.

      With one last scornful snort in their direction, Francesca turned and flounced off, presumably to the staff room to collect her things before leaving.

      Hopefully, never to be seen again.

      As far as Sapphie and Angel were concerned, Sapphie knew she wouldn’t be.

      Francesca’s dismissal didn’t alter the fact that Angel’s unauthorized visit to the park, the possibility of her having been seen and recognized, unfortunately now meant this also had to be the last day she could attend Buzzy Bees Nursery.
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TERMINATION
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