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EVERYTHING FELT LIKE it was up in the air, and Alex was struggling to keep it together. The past couple of days had been hard on him – with Markie missing he’d stepped up and been the man in the house, strong, the one who stood tall when Jamie was crumbling. 

How else could he have done it? She’d needed him. And he didn’t show his emotions, anyway. He was a real man, tough, and all that bullshit. Alex scoffed inwardly at the thought.

Besides, if they had both fallen apart, they would have been in a terrible space. Alex could always take the time to deal with everything later, now that Markie was back and he knew that his son was out of danger and Jamie would be okay again.

But he was on the verge of breaking, too. He didn’t know how much longer he was going to be able to keep a straight face and act like he had this covered. When Markie had been kidnapped, it had hit him harder than anything he had ever been through before.

His company had gone through difficulties, he’d had family drama, there was always something in life that went wrong. But nothing had ever been so close to home as when Markie had been kidnapped. 

It was personal, and it hurt like a bitch.

And Alex wasn’t in the mood to be forgiving. Even if he knew that he was blaming the wrong people. He had passed the point of sympathy and understanding, and if he hadn’t had so much self-control, he would have lost his shit ages ago. It was a miracle he was so civil right now.

Even men made of steel, like Alex, had a breaking point.

Alex hated police stations as a rule. They were places of darkness and despair. No one ever went to a police station for a positive reason, and even though they were here for Markie, even though he had his son back, Alex still felt like the walls were closing in on him, the officers were bearers of bad news, and something else was bound to go wrong. 

Just being in the station made him antsy. He was irritated by the constant ringing of phones, the officers’ chatter, the criminals’ complaints while they were waiting to be booked. He felt hot under the collar, sweating even though it wasn’t that hot yet. He wanted to get out of the station and go back home. 

But he had to find out what had happened and he needed to be sure that something like this would never happen again. 

And because of that, he didn’t want to leave yet, not until he had all his answers. Christine had been tight-lipped since they had arrived. Of course, interrogating her right away would have been unfair. Jamie and Alex had both needed to make sure Markie was safe, touch him, make sure he was real. 

They had to be sure this damn nightmare was over.

He still had Markie on his hip, and he wouldn’t let go of him. Jamie had offered twice already to take him again, but Alex didn’t hand him over. He hadn’t been able to keep Markie safe when his son had been taken, and now he wouldn’t let anything happen to him, ever again. Not being able to find Markie, not knowing who it was that had taken Markie until now, had made him feel helpless as the protector of the house. 

It was his job to keep his family safe, and Alex felt like he had failed. Especially when Jamie had told him that they should head out to look for Markie, or when she had suggested they hire a private detective. He had been the one to tell her that they should wait for the police to do their job, but he had wanted nothing more than to run out into the street shouting his son’s name, too.

Telling Jamie not to go out and look for their son had hurt Alex more than she could ever have known.

Now, though, he was wondering if maybe he’d failed in that too. Made the wrong decision. If he’d hired a private detective he could have investigated Jamie’s family a little more closely, found his son sooner, but what was done was done. And accusing Jamie’s mother and sister of being insane had caused more than enough trouble already.

Of course, Alex knew that he couldn’t blame himself for Markie’s disappearance any more than he could blame Christine when she had obviously been the one to bring Markie back. But it didn’t change how he felt, and at the time, it had made sense. 

“Tell me what’s going on, Christine,” Alex demanded, struggling to keep his composure. 

Even though Christine had been the one to bring Markie back, seemingly the hero, Alex was suspicious of her motives. He had no idea if he could trust her – she had been out of control lately, a woman he just didn’t know anymore. 

Christine looked confused and surprised at the same time, opening her mouth to answer, but she didn’t get the chance. Paul arrived, storming through the door, making a beeline for Christine. No doubt he was relieved to see her unharmed. He hadn’t heard from her until just recently. 

None of them had. Which only added to Alex’s suspicions. 

Alex watched as Paul hurried across the room to Christine. She turned to face her husband, her expression unreadable, but Paul didn’t care, and he didn’t ask for an explanation. He merely pulled his wife against him, burying his face in her hair and letting out a shuddering breath.

“I’m so glad you’re safe,” he said.

As if Christine’s safety had been the question here.

Even though Alex wanted answers, he waited a moment for the couple to reunite. He knew that Paul had been worried about Christine and her whereabouts; she had waited far too long to let him know she was safe. And Alex felt bad about how he and Paul had parted. He would at least give them this moment before he pushed for answers.

But he wasn’t going to let this go. He had questions, and he needed to know what had happened.

Jamie caught his eye, and she looked emotional. The tension around them was thick despite their happiness and relief to have Markie back. A lot had been said and by no means had been cleared up again. But that would come in time, Alex was sure of it.

When Paul and Christine finally broke the embrace, Alex took a deep breath and tried again.

“Christine,” he said in a voice that wasn’t nearly as sharp as before, “what happened? Why are you at the station? Why did you have Markie?”

All he wanted was for Christine to tell him what happened and how she had found his son. He needed to know.

Christine looked again like she wanted to tell Alex something, but Paul pulled her closer to him, shielding her with his body a little and glaring at Alex.

“Is it not enough for you that Christine obviously had nothing to do with Markie’s disappearance?” Paul asked. “Are you set on blaming her?”

“I just want to know what’s going on,” Alex said.

He ground his teeth together, forcing himself to remain calm. Paul had every reason to be angry, even though Alex felt justified in what he had said to the man, driven by his need to protect his family. Maybe he had said it the wrong way, but he still believed that it hadn’t been so far-fetched.

“Here’s what’s going on,” Paul bit out. “Christine is not in handcuffs. That’s all you need to know. Leave my wife alone.”

Christine looked shocked and turned to Paul, pressing her hand against his chest.

“Honey, Alex and Jamie have just been through a very traumatic ordeal.” Her voice was calm, and she tried to break the tension, but Paul wouldn’t have any of it.

“Do you know that Alex thought you were the one who took Markie?” Paul asked her.

Christine nodded. “Jamie told me that Alex accused me. But I understand, Paul. They must have been frantic about Markie. Everyone acts differently in difficult situations and this was about as difficult as they get.”

Paul barked out a sarcastic laugh. “This is ridiculous. I can’t believe you’re defending them. Alex doesn’t deserve it from you. Not after what he did.”

He glared at Alex again, and Alex juggled Markie from one hip to the other. As if his son could feel the tension, Markie started to whimper and complain. Jamie held out her arms, and Alex finally handed him back to her. She made cooing sounds, talking softly to him, and Alex turned his attention back to Christine and Paul.

Of course, Alex completely understood why Paul was so upset. If the situation had been reversed, Alex would have been furious, too. And maybe blaming Christine hadn’t been the best move, especially since she had been the one to bring Markie back to them. But her actions the past couple of weeks had been questionable – she had been slipping further and further back into old ways, being insulting and secretive and downright annoying.

And, considering the past Christine and Jamie had, considering how crazy Jamie’s family already was, the accusation hadn’t been completely ungrounded.

Alex wasn’t going to admit that there was also a dash of pride thrown into the mix. When Paul had confronted him in his own living room, accusing him of starting rumors that Christine had taken Markie – when Alex had no idea how the rumors had begun circulating in the first place – Alex hadn’t been willing to accept it. He’d already had his hands full with the disappearance of his son.

Maybe he had said something that he regretted, but damned if he was going to admit right now that he was wrong when everything was finally going right for a change. Maybe it was wrong of him – apologizing was usually the only way out – but Alex wasn’t ready to grovel.

Alex had to admit that he might have been very wrong about Christine. Now that Paul was so upset with him, Christine was trying to talk him down from his anger. It was obvious that even though she had been through a difficult time – a time that Paul had let them know might have been due to infertility issues – it was clear that Christine wasn’t quite the person she used to be.

In fact, she was far from it.

She wasn’t nearly as unhinged as Alex had thought she was, as he had accused her of being. Realizing that made him feel even more guilty. For a moment, Alex thought about apologizing, taking back everything he had said about her. But Paul jumped in before Alex had a chance.

“He called you crazy,” Paul said to Christine. His eyes were fiery, and he was more animated than he usually was, driven by anger. “He said that he wouldn’t put it past you to take Markie just to hurt Jamie.”

Christine frowned at Paul before slowly turning to Alex. “Is that true? Did you really say that?” The hurt on her face was clear to see and that only made Alex feel worse.

Jamie, having noticed the tension between Alex, Paul, and Christine, stepped closer. She had been fussing over Markie, keeping him calm and spending time with him when he had been missing for two days. Now, Alex knew that she was ready to help smooth over the announcement and diffuse the tension between the three of them.

“Maybe we should just all talk about this. I think a lot of it is a big misunderstanding,” she said.

Paul snorted. “I don’t think so. Alex is the big businessman, the guy who can sell ice to an Eskimo if he had to. He always knows what to say. I find it hard to believe that now, suddenly, he has no idea of the effect of his words.”

Alex looked at Jamie and Paul, and he knew that no matter what Jamie said, it wasn’t going to make a difference. Paul was furious. When he looked at Christine, he realized that she was pretty damn angry, too. Her shock and surprise at his announcement had been replaced by anger. And she was hurt, too. Pain often fueled anger more than anything else.

Before anything further was said, Alex knew that this was far from being resolved.
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