CHAPTER 45

Eric slid burgers onto the open buns on Grant’s plate. 
The agent took a swig of beer and slapped him on the back. “I thought for sure you were out of a job. Kinda surprised you’re not, all things considered.”
Elise’s grill sizzled as Eric eased four more patties onto its hot surface. They’d already discussed Eric’s omissions about his past. Grant likely wouldn’t forget what Eric had done, but he seemed willing to forgive. Eric was grateful, but just couldn’t find it in him to regret the choices he’d made. Those choices led him to Elise.	Comment by Author: Aw!  
He rubbed the back of his neck. “I should have told you.”
Grant’s gaze swept over the inlet, stopping at the entrance to the channel. “I’m glad you’re still part of my team.”
“Me, too.” He meant it. When he heard he’d be allowed to stay with the Bureau, he’d assumed it meant a transfer to another department. Never did he think he’d get to stay with organized crime. Of course, Vincenzo Alario had eluded law enforcement for nearly thirty years. Being the guy who apprehended him came with a certain notoriety. Eric’s undercover days were over, but that was fine with him.
The theme song to Beverly Hills Cop sang from Grant’s pocket. He pulled out his phone, looked at the screen and held up his finger. “I gotta get this.”
Grant stepped away. Eric glanced at the table where Elise and her brothers played an insane game that involved the high-speed tossing and slapping of cards while shouting and calling each other names. It looked fun. And exhausting. Breathless, she leaned back in her chair and flashed a grin that filled him with an overwhelming sense of gratitude. He had to be the luckiest man alive. His pulse raced every time he looked at her. He tipped his beer and winked.
A week had passed since Vincenzo had accosted Elise in her home, but it felt like a year. He could hardly believe the speed with which his life had changed.	Comment by Author: Dig a little deeper here.  He’s grateful and in love. 
He flipped the burgers and closed the lid.
Grant returned, looking unhurried and relaxed. Eric questioned him with a raised eyebrow.
“Nicky de Luca wants to make a deal,” Grant said, referring to the gangster shot at the farm in Nebraska. “Our prosecutors are working on the charges now.” He leaned against the porch railing and let out a deep, satisfied sigh. “RICO comes through again.”
Good news. That meant more charges. More arrests. The Alario organization was toppling one goon at a time. The bad news, danger still lurked. Elise wouldn’t be in the clear until every last Alario was behind bars.
“Rocco?” Eric lifted the grill hood and poked at the charred discs. He’d overcooked these, but it didn’t matter. Thinking of the younger Alario still at large had robbed him of his appetite.
Grant shook his head. “No one knows. There are indications he’s in contact with associates, but his whereabouts are still unknown.”
It’s not over. Unable to manage eye contact, Eric pried the burgers from the grill and transferred them to a plate.
“He’ll be back.” Grant stuffed the last of his burger in his mouth and set his plate on the grill’s shelf.
Eric’s mouth went dry. He could handle a threat directed toward him, but now he had someone else to worry about. Not to mention the people important to her. He scraped his hand through his hair and glanced at Elise.
Happy and carefree, she wore a huge smile. The way the sunlight hit her hair revealed reddish highlights. It seemed every time he looked at her, he saw something new. His heart filled and his knees went weak.
“I’ll be ready.”	Comment by Author: How does he say this? With determination? Dread? He’s looking at his love and his knees go weak. Give some insight to his words here.
Grant cleared his throat. “I should be going.”
“Spare a minute? Elise will want to say goodbye.” Eric crossed the deck to tell her Grant needed to leave. She popped up. Her brothers stood, as well.
The siblings approached to say their goodbyes. Elise gave Grant a hug. Despite having just met the man, she’d taken to him immediately.
“Are you headed back to the Northeast?” Jack asked.
Grant shook his head. “I’m staying in Marathon tonight and then I’m heading down to Key West. I’ve never been there. I hear there’s a festival of some sort.”
“Fantasy Fest,” Elise said.
“That’s it.” Grant nodded. “It’s supposed to be like Mardi Gras.”
The brothers laughed.
Grant turned a questioning look on Eric.
He shrugged. “Don’t ask me.”
The conversation moved from the back deck to the front door. Everyone waved as Grant backed out of the driveway.
Arms crossed, Elise leaned against the doorframe and smiled at Eric. She’d not wanted to stay in the house that first night after the tangle with Vincenzo, but once the scene was released and the blood scrubbed clean, they’d been here every night since.
Nate cleared his throat. Eric had forgotten her brothers were still there.
“We should get going, too.” Nate finished his beer and tossed it in the recycling bin.
Jack wrinkled his nose. “The sun’s still out.” 
Nate pushed his brother into the family room. “Get your stuff. Let’s go.”
Eric’s relationship with Elise’s brothers was still evolving. He didn’t think they liked him, but he knew they trusted him to keep her safe. How could they not after she’d slipped Nate’s care and almost gotten herself killed?
The brothers got into their vehicles—a shiny new pickup for Nate and a sleek little sports car for Jack.	Comment by Author: Don’t the brothers say goodbye? This scene is moving very quickly. 
Draping his arm over Elise’s shoulder, Eric walked her to the back deck to clean up before the sun began its descent. Sunset had become Eric’s favorite part of the evening. Scratch that. Second favorite. Nothing could compare to the pleasure of holding Elise, kissing her and falling asleep with her in his arms.
And to think, he’d almost lost her.
Seeing Vincenzo locked up had brought a measure of closure, but it hadn’t made him whole. Elise did that.
It would have been so easy to kill Vincenzo. Elise didn’t need to know how close he came to doing it.
But he hadn’t. Because of her.
Later, they sat in silence watching the sun’s nightly performance. It didn’t disappoint. With bold, brilliant strokes, the glowing orb painted shiny, metallic hues as it began its descent to the horizon. The evening sky popped, coloring the clouds purple and creating a beautiful contrast to the flaming crimson and soft tangerine.
The moist air tasted of salt and the slight lapping of the waves lulled Eric into a contemplative mood. Inside, a serene, hopeful warmth filled him.
He’d seen countless sunsets, but before Elise, he’d never taken the time to appreciate them. With her, it meant something, the symbolic ending of one chapter and the beginning of another.
Clearly, love had made him sappy.
She squeezed his hand. He didn’t need to see her face to know she shared his relaxed state of mind.
The time to stop dwelling on the past had gone. Eric could finally put the bitterness he’d carried since his father’s death behind him. Nothing could bring back the lost years, but at least he’d seen justice served.
He hoped Elise would accept that sometimes good people made bad decisions. She’d confided how much she struggled not to focus on her father’s misdeeds, but tried to remember the man she’d known him to be.
Forgiving her mother was a bigger task. One she wasn’t quite ready to tackle.
Somehow, they’d both faced down demons and come out ahead.
But they couldn’t let their guard down. Rocco was still out there. As long as he was alive, he’d want revenge. They were lucky to have escaped Vincenzo, but they might not be as lucky the second time around. No telling which of the Hughes siblings might be in the mobster’s crosshairs.
Eric took a swig of his beer as the sun dipped behind the trees. “Grant approved my time off.”
Elise smiled. “That’s great.”
“I thought I might like to see what this ‘island time’ is all about.”
She laughed. “I don’t think you’re cut out for it.”
He’d always been too regimented to fully embrace a lifestyle that treated the hands on the clock as mere suggestions. But he planned to give it a try. After two decades with one enduring goal, he was due for a break.
“I’m hurt.” He put a hand on his chest and mocked offense. “For two weeks, my schedule is packed with nothing to do.”
She chuckled and took a sip of beer. “Good luck with that.”
In the week since Vincenzo’s attack, Eric had removed her hurricane shutters, replaced rotting wood on the deck and installed a new garbage disposal. He pointed his thumb at his chest. “It’s nothing but shorts, T-shirts and sandals for this guy.”
“You know, there’s a saying in the keys, ‘If you’re not barefoot, you’re overdressed.’”
“Is that so?” He stood, took her hand and pulled her to her feet. “In that case, I know someone who needs to divest herself of some clothing.”
Her eyes lit with a mischievous twinkle. A warm ache ignited in his groin. He grasped the waistband of her shorts and pulled her against him with a possessive tug. A pleasant tingle spread to his limbs when their torsos collided. Her parted lips and unblinking gaze took his breath away. God, he loved this woman.
The smell of burgers lingered in the air, but couldn’t compete with Elise’s now familiar and intoxicating lavender scent. With a low growl, he wrapped his arms around her, the tropical night air no comparison for the warmth of her body.
Without breaking eye contact, she ran her hand along his chin stubble. He held his breath. Their lives stretched before them, yet the desperation of what could be lost was a constant pulsing current.
Her face colored. “Are you going to kiss me or just stare?”
He raised an eyebrow and quirked up one side of his mouth.
“Oh, good grief.” She grasped his face and pulled his mouth to hers.
He swayed. Tremors shot through him, her grip the only thing keeping him steady.
Something near his heart shifted. He needed her like he needed air.
Grasping her backside, he lifted her off the ground. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he carried her to the bedroom.
Elise Hughes owned his body and his heart. There was no going back. And he didn’t want to. Turned out the movies didn’t have anything on real life. This woman was everything. 	Comment by Author: Cute ending. Love how Eric has come full circle on love. The chapter feels a little rushed with Grant and the brothers, but it wraps up nicely. Great job. Love this story.
THE END
