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Characters: The Main Trio
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Sloane Mercer: A sharp, forensic accountant from Chicago who inherits her late Aunt Clara's coffee shop. She solves cases using numbers, logic, and a stubborn determination.

Detective Finn Brody: The tall, sharp-witted, and intensely protective local detective. Though initially suspicious of Sloane, HE quickly becomes her ally, co-investigator, and romantic interest.

Judge: A massive, wrinkled, and highly lazy bloodhound. He washed out of the county K-9 unit because he prefers pastries to suspects, but he repeatedly saves the day with his dormant police dog instincts.
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The Cafe & The Inner Circle
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Aunt Clara: Sloane’s late aunt and the original owner of The Daily Grind. Though she passes away before the story begins, her dark, hidden past in the cafe's basement becomes the core motive for the mystery.

Mabel Vance: The flamboyant, gossipy owner of the antique shop next door, famous for her neon flamingo caftans and bright pink golf cart. She initially acts as Sloane's mentor and friend, but is eventually unmasked as the mastermind who poisoned the agave to protect a 15-year-old murder secret.
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The Blackmail & Money Laundering Plot
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Reginald Sterling (The Salty Critic): A ruthless local food blogger and blackmailer. He drops dead in Sloane's cafe in Chapter 1 after drinking a custom espresso poisoned with cyanide.

Chloe Davis: Reginald’s overworked, unappreciated assistant. She tries to use his murder as a corporate takeover to inherit his lucrative LLC and escape to the Bahamas on his yacht.

Elias Vance: Mabel’s nephew and the owner of the sterile competitor cafe, The Daily Grindhouse. He is caught laundering stolen city money through his business to pay off Reginald's blackmail demands.

Mayor Tommy Thorne: The corrupt mayor of Pelican Cove who skims tax dollars from a local seawall project and uses Elias to clean the cash.
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The Real Estate & Marine District Plot
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Harrison Caldwell: The grumpy president of the Pelican Cove Historical Society. He uses his power to fine and condemn local buildings so they can be seized and sold at public auctions, but he is strangled with a nautical rope when he tries to double his extortion fee.

Clayton Briggs: The ultra-wealthy owner of the Pelican Cove Marina and Commercial Boatyard. He is the shadow developer behind a shell company trying to bulldoze Main Street to build a luxury resort. He murders Caldwell, destroys Sloane's cafe, and handles a vintage typewriter.
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A Bitter Roast


[image: ]


The air inside The Daily Grind was thick enough to chew. It was barely six in the morning, and the brutal Florida humidity was already pressing against the frosted front windows. I wiped a line of sweat from my forehead with the back of my wrist. The ancient air conditioning unit rattled above the door like it was fighting for its life. I knew exactly how it felt.

Back in Chicago, my life made sense. Columns added up. Spreadsheets balanced. Forensic accounting was clean, logical, and safe. But standing behind this battered wooden counter, staring down a temperamental chrome espresso machine that hissed like a cornered gator, I felt entirely out of my depth.

Aunt Clara had left me this place in her will. She loved every cracked terra cotta tile and mismatched velvet chair in this room. I wanted to sell it. I really did. But when I flew down here and finally opened her books, I saw the bleeding red ink on the ledger and the mountain of unpaid property taxes. I realized I could not just walk away and let the bank take her legacy. I had to make it profitable first. Today was the grand reopening, and my stomach was tied into tight, painful knots.

A low rumble vibrated through the floorboards. The judge was stretched out beneath the pastry display case. He was a massive, wrinkly bloodhound who had washed out of the county police force for being too lazy. He let out a long sigh that fluttered his heavy jowls. He opened one amber eye, stared at the empty glass shelves, and thumped his tail twice against the wood.

“I know,” I whispered. I leaned over the counter to scratch the soft spot behind his ears. “The croissants are baking. You just need to hold on for five more minutes.”

The brass bell above the front door jingled violently. A wave of swampy heat rolled in from the street, carrying the sharp scent of salt water and rotting seaweed from the Gulf. Mabel Vance stood in the doorway. She owned the antique shop next door and treated my cafe like her own personal living room. Today she wore a flowing caftan printed with neon pink flamingos. She fanned her flushed face with a stack of local newspapers.

“Sloane, honey, you need to turn the freezer up in here,” Mabel announced. She marched up to the counter and dropped the papers heavily on the wood. “The snowbirds are already swarming the boardwalk. The lovebugs are out in full force. People are going to want ice and lots of it.”

“The air is on max,” I said. My voice sounded a little shaky, revealing entirely too much of my anxiety. “Are there really people out there? Real, paying customers?”

Mabel offered a warm, sympathetic smile. She reached across the counter and patted my hand. Her heavy silver rings clinked against the wood. “They are out there. Pelican Cove loves a comeback story. Your Aunt Clara was a saint. Everyone wants to see you succeed. Well, almost everyone.”

The warmth suddenly drained from her face. She tapped a manicured fingernail against the top newspaper. “Reginald Sterling is prowling around the marina. He is looking for blood today. Do not let him rattle you.”

A fresh wave of panic hit my chest, making it hard to breathe. Reginald was a local food blogger with a massive, cult-like following. He thrived on destroying small businesses. A single bad review from him had forced three restaurants to close last season alone. If he tore apart The Daily Grind on our first day, I would be bankrupt by the end of the month.

The bell jingled again. And again. Slowly, the cafe filled with locals and tourists seeking refuge from the heavy coastal sun. The smell of roasted beans and warm butter filled the room. The low hum of conversation actually made me smile. I felt a tiny spark of hope. Maybe I could do this.

Then the door swung open one more time, and the entire room fell dead silent.

Reginald Sterling stepped inside. He looked like a Miami Vice extra in a crisp white linen suit that somehow refused to wrinkle in the damp heat. He oozed pure arrogance. He did not look at the chalkboard menu on the wall. He did not look at the line of waiting people. He walked straight to the front of the register and stared me down.

“So,” Reginald said. His voice was smooth and laced with poison. “The city accountant thinks she can pull a shot of espresso. I will take a double ristretto. Pour it over coconut water ice. Add exactly one drop of raw agave. If you burn the beans, sweetheart, my readers will know before noon.”

My hands actually trembled as I grabbed the heavy metal portafilter. I focused entirely on the math of the machine. Time, temperature, pressure. I ignored the heavy, suffocating silence in the room. I ignored the way Reginald was loudly tapping his gold watch against the counter. I ground the beans. I tamped the grounds. I watched the dark, rich liquid pour perfectly over the ice. It was a flawless pour. I slid the sweating glass across the counter.

Reginald snatched the glass. He lifted it to the fluorescent light, inspecting the color. He took a long, dramatic sip. He closed his eyes.

I braced myself for the insult. I waited for him to loudly declare the coffee tasted like swamp water.

He did not speak. His eyes snapped open, wide and completely terrified.

The glass slipped from his fingers. It shattered against the hard floor tiles. Ice cubes scattered across the room like diamonds. Reginald grabbed his own throat with both hands. A horrible, wet choking sound escaped his lips. His knees buckled, and he crashed onto the floor right in front of the pastry case.

Pure chaos erupted. Mabel screamed. Judge let out a frantic, booming bark and scrambled behind the counter to hide against my legs. Someone in the back yelled for a doctor.

I could not move. My boots felt glued to the floorboards. I just stared at Reginald. His expensive linen suit was rapidly soaking up the spilled coffee. His hands twitched once, and then he stopped moving entirely. The smell of sweet coconut and sudden death hung thick in the air.

The next twenty minutes were a blur of flashing blue and red lights. The Pelican Cove Police cleared the room. The oppressive heat rushed back in through the propped-open door. I was still standing perfectly still behind the register when Detective Finn Brody walked in.

He was tall, with dark hair and a square jawline that looked carved from granite. His gold badge hung from a silver chain over a faded gray t-shirt. He took one slow, calculating look at the body on the floor. He noted the shattered glass and the melted ice. Then his sharp blue eyes locked directly onto mine. He looked exhausted, highly irritated, and far too observant.

“Well, Miss Mercer,” Brody said. His voice was a low, steady rumble that cut right through the buzzing panic in my head. He pulled a small spiral notepad from his back pocket. “It looks like your grand reopening is officially cancelled. We have a dead man on the floor, and right now, you are the only person in this town serving up poison.”

I stared at Detective Brody. The words did not make sense. Poison. My brain, usually so good at sorting data into neat little columns, completely stalled out.

“Poison,” I repeated. My voice sounded hollow. It felt like it belonged to someone else. “I did not poison him. I made him coffee. Overpriced coffee.”

Brody stepped closer. He was a big man. He took up too much space in my tiny shop. His heavy boots crunched on the shattered glass and the loose ice scattered across the terra cotta tiles. He looked down at Reginald Sterling. The food blogger was already taking on a terrible, waxy color under the harsh fluorescent lights.

“People do not generally drop dead from a ristretto,” Brody said softly. His sharp blue eyes dragged back to me. They missed nothing. He noted my white knuckles gripping the edge of the wooden counter. He noted the frantic pulse jumping at the base of my throat. “Unless there is something extra in the roast.”

“There is nothing extra in the roast.” I let go of the counter. My hands shook so badly I had to tuck them into the deep pockets of my denim apron. “It is just beans and water. And agave.”

Brody wrote something in his little notebook. The scratch of his pen sounded incredibly loud in the quiet room. Outside, the Pelican Cove rumor mill was already spinning wildly. I could see the snowbirds and the locals pressing their faces against the front windows. They were trying to get a look at the dead man. The flashing police lights painted their shocked faces in harsh red and blue strokes.

“Clear the windows, Officer Jenkins,” Brody called out over his shoulder. He did not even look back. A young, uniformed cop scrambled to push the crowd back onto the sweltering sidewalk.

Judge whined from his hiding spot under the pastry case. The big bloodhound crawled forward on his belly. He rested his heavy chin on my boots. I looked down at him and felt a sudden, sharp sting of tears behind my eyes. Aunt Clara had loved this dog. She had loved this shop. She had trusted me to save it. Now there was a dead body ruining her beautiful floor.

“Miss Mercer,” Brody said. His tone shifted slightly. The hard edge softened just a fraction. “I need you to step out from behind the counter. Do not touch the espresso machine. Do not touch the cups. We need the crime scene unit to sweep the area.”

I nodded numbly. I stepped over a puddle of melting coconut water ice. I kept my eyes fixed on the far wall to avoid looking at Reginald. The smell in the room was changing. The rich, comforting aroma of French roast was fading rapidly. It was being replaced by the clinical smell of latex gloves and the salty, sour tang of nervous sweat.

“I just moved here,” I whispered to myself. I did not mean to say it out loud.

Brody caught it anyway. “I know,” he said. He flipped a page in his notebook. “Sloane Mercer. You came down from Chicago three weeks ago. You took over the deed to The Daily Grind after Clara Higgins passed away. You have a master's degree in forensic accounting. You have no criminal record. You also have no experience running a restaurant.”

I snapped my head up and glared at him. The shock was finally wearing off. A hot spike of defensive anger took its place. “You ran a background check on me before you even walked through the door?”

“Small town, Miss Mercer,” Brody replied evenly. “A stranger rolls in from out of state to take over a prime piece of Main Street real estate. It is my job to know who is pouring the drinks. Especially when those drinks start putting locals in body bags.”

“It was a heart attack,” I insisted. I pointed a shaking finger at Reginald. “Look at him. He is a stressed, angry man who spends his life screaming at waitstaff and eating incredibly rich food. He probably had high blood pressure.”

Brody tilted his head. He looked at the dead man. Then he knelt down. He did not touch the body. He simply leaned in close to Reginald's face and took a slow, deep breath.

“He might have had high blood pressure,” Brody agreed. He stood back up to his full height. “But heart attacks do not smell like bitter almonds. Cyanide does.”

My stomach dropped completely into my shoes. Cyanide. The word echoed in my skull. I had read enough true crime books to know exactly what that meant. Someone had deliberately murdered Reginald Sterling right in the middle of my shop.

“Who else had access to your kitchen this morning?” Brody asked. His voice was all business again. He clicked his pen.

“Nobody,” I stammered. “Just me. And Judge.”

We both looked down at the dog. Judge let out a loud snore and rolled onto his back, exposing his belly to the cool air conditioning vent.

“Well,” Brody sighed. He rubbed the back of his neck. He looked genuinely tired. “Unless your dog has a background in chemical warfare, that leaves you as my primary suspect. I am going to need the keys to your shop, Miss Mercer. You are officially closed for business.”

Ten minutes later, I stood out on the sidewalk. The Florida sun was fully up now. It beat down on my shoulders like a hot, wet towel. The heat radiating off the asphalt was intense enough to warp the air. A massive palmetto bug scuttled near my sneaker. I was too numb to even kick it away.

Yellow police tape crisscrossed my beautiful glass front doors. The gold letters Aunt Clara had hand-painted on the glass were partially obscured by the bright warning tape.

Mabel Vance appeared beside me. She held two sweating foam cups of iced sweet tea. She pressed one into my icy hands. Her neon flamingo caftan fluttered in the weak sea breeze coming off the Gulf
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