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A Friendly Warning

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real people, places, developers, detectives, bloodhounds, or coffee shops is purely coincidental and absolutely not admissible in court.

No actual town councils were harmed in the making of this story, although several fictional ones were forced to sit through long meetings and reconsider their life choices.

All crimes, financial schemes, zoning disasters, and romantic entanglements are entirely invented. 

The author accepts no responsibility for:

	Sudden cravings for coffee, pastries, or small coastal towns

	Developing unrealistic expectations about detectives who cook and communicate

	Falling in love with a fictional dog named Judge and wishing he lived on your couch


However, the author fully encourages:

	Believing that love can survive zoning notices

	Trusting that good people can change bad systems

	Holding out hope that somewhere, right now, two people are falling in love across a slightly sticky café table


Now, please silence your real life, secure your beverage of choice, and enjoy your visit to Pelican Cove.
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Sloane Mercer: A sharp, Chicago-trained forensic accountant who inherits her Aunt Clara’s coffee shop, The Daily Grind, in Pelican Cove. She is logical, detail-oriented, and fiercely independent, learning over the course of the story to see partnership and trust as strengths rather than weaknesses. 

Detective Finn Brody: The town’s local detective, protective and quietly observant with deep roots in Pelican Cove. He begins wary of Sloane but becomes her ally, investigative partner, and romantic partner, combining people instincts with her pattern-reading mind. 

Judge: A large, wrinkled, extremely lazy bloodhound who washed out of K-9 training because he prefers pastries to police work. He serves as comic relief and emotional ballast, often present in key emotional scenes and quietly reinforcing the sense of home around Sloane and Finn. 

Aunt Clara Mercer: Sloane’s late aunt and the original owner of The Daily Grind. Though she has died before the story begins, her legacy shapes the entire narrative: she fought for the shop, for a small memorial park, and for the town’s character, and Sloane constantly measures her choices against what Clara would have wanted. 

Julian Vane: A polished, wealthy developer who treats Pelican Cove as a profit opportunity rather than a community. 

The Silent Partner / Evelyn’s Trust: The structure of the trust and shell companies that hide who really benefits from the marina project. This is less a person and more an entity. 

Evelyn St. James: The President of the Pelican Cove Historical Society and initially a trusted guardian of the town’s heritage. She becomes the “silent partner” in Vane’s trust structure, rationalizing her involvement as necessary for preservation until Sloane and Finn confront her with the truth. Eventually, she cooperates and apologizes publicly. 

Mrs. Higgins: An older resident who serves as a gossip hub and unofficial town chorus. She spots Sloane and Finn’s relationship early, comments loudly on their slow-burning romance, and represents the town’s watchful but ultimately supportive eye. 

Mrs. Ramirez: A loyal regular at The Daily Grind who acts as part comic relief and part emotional support. She checks in on Sloane, helps informally with the shop, and becomes one of the voices affirming that Aunt Clara would be proud of Sloane’s choices. 

The Regional Prosecutor: The outside legal authority who takes Vane’s financial misconduct seriously, coordinating with Finn and validating Sloane’s forensic work in the formal investigation. 

Mara (Urban Planning Consultant): Brought in later by the council to help design a transparent, community-focused marina plan, reflecting how the town moves forward after the Vane mess. 
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The Rain at The Daily Grind
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The Florida rain lashed against the front window of The Daily Grind, turning the streetlights of Pelican Cove into blurred, amber orbs. Inside, the shop was an island of warmth, smelling of roasted beans, vanilla syrup, and the faint, comforting scent of rain on concrete.

I was at the counter, counting the till, but my mind wasn’t on the numbers. It hadn’t been, not really, for months. The ledger was familiar, the columns and totals a language I’d been fluent in since I was old enough to balance my first checkbook, but tonight the numbers blurred into meaningless strings.

My focus was on the man sitting in the corner booth, hunched over a stack of event-planning permits as if they were a cold case file.

Finn Brody looked different when he wasn’t wearing his detective persona. Tonight, he was just Finn. No badge on his belt, no gun at his hip, just a man in a rumpled flannel shirt with his sleeves rolled up, exposing forearms that made it very hard to concentrate on petty cash.

He’d chosen that booth the first week I’d opened the shop, a few days after I’d moved into Aunt Clara’s creaky old apartment above the cafe. Back then, he’d come in in full uniform, all sharp edges and wary blue eyes, looking at me like I might be a temporary inconvenience the town had to endure.

I’d served him coffee with a forced smile and a silent promise I wouldn’t let Pelican Cove spit me out.

Somewhere between then and now, his booth had become his booth. The regulars knew better than to sit there if there was even a chance he might walk in. Judge, my lazy, wrinkled bloodhound, had started using the bench opposite Finn as his personal bed. And I, against my better judgment, had started timing my closing tasks around when Finn would look up and catch my eye.

“You’ve been staring at that permit for twenty minutes, Finn,” I said finally, my voice cutting through the soft jazz on the speakers. “Unless it’s written in Ancient Greek, I think you’re stalling.”

He didn’t jump. He never did. Instead, he looked up slowly, like he’d known exactly how long I’d been watching him. That crooked, devastating smile tugged at one corner of his mouth, catching me off guard the way it always did.

He pushed the papers aside and stood. “Maybe I’m not stalling. Maybe I’m just enjoying the view.”

Heat rose in my cheeks, a traitorous flush that had nothing to do with the espresso machine. “Flattery will not get you a free refill.”

“I don’t want a refill,” he said, walking toward the counter.

There was nothing hurried in the way he moved. It was unhurried and sure, like the rain outside, inevitable and steady. His boots were damp from the downpour, his flannel clinging to his shoulders in a way that made it clear the man did, in fact, own a gym membership. A lock of dark hair had fallen over his forehead, softened by the humidity, making him look less like the town’s detective and more like the lead in some small-town romance movie I had no business starring in.

My fingers tightened around the pen in my hand.

“I want to know why you’re still working,” he said, stopping on the other side of the counter. Up close, I could smell rain and cedar and something inherently him that never seemed to wash out, no matter how many thunderstorms we went through. “It’s nearly nine.”

Judge, who had been sprawled across the rug by the pastry case, let out a long, theatrical sigh and rolled to his back, paws in the air, as if to say, finally.

“Someone has to keep the books in order,” I said, aiming for crisp and landing somewhere closer to breathless. “The Centennial Gala doesn’t fund itself.”

“The books can wait, Sloane,” Finn murmured.

He placed his hands on the edge of the counter, leaning in just enough that I felt caged in by his presence, not trapped, exactly, but bracketed. The air between us thinned, collapsing into something charged.

He smelled like wet wool, coffee, and the promise of trouble.

“Everything else can wait,” he continued, his gaze dropping, just for a fraction of a second, to my mouth before catching my eyes again. “We’ve spent the last six months solving everyone else’s problems. Can we have one night where we don’t have to save the town?”

I traced the grain of the wooden counter with my fingertip to keep my hands busy. The numbers on the open ledger were a blur now. I’d solved embezzlement schemes with less adrenaline than this conversation.

“What did you have in mind?” I asked softly.

His jaw flexed, like he was biting back about three different answers. For a heartbeat, he didn’t say anything. He just watched me, eyes searching my face in that careful, unhurried way that always made me feel too seen.

Then he reached out, his hand hovering for a second, giving me a chance to pull away, before he tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear.

His fingers brushed my cheek. The touch was light, almost tentative, but it sent a bright, treacherous spark down my spine, straight to the place in my chest I didn’t like admitting existed.

“I have a bottle of red wine,” he said. “A record player. A living room nobody knows about. And I have you.”

There was no teasing in his voice. No lazy charm. Just straightforward honesty that made it hard to breathe.

I swallowed, glancing past him to the rain-streaked window, where the reflection of the shop lights blurred like watercolor. There was a time, not so long ago, when I would have declined on principle. When “work first, everything else never” had been my unbreakable rule.

Chicago Sloane would have told him she was too busy, that there were invoices to reconcile and suppliers to negotiate with, and a spreadsheet somewhere screaming for attention.

Pelican Cove Sloane, apparently, was considering leaving the till half-counted to drink wine with a man who made her feel like the world could be simple for a night.

Judge had rolled onto his belly now, head propped on his paws, ears perked. Traitor.

I looked back at Finn. The rain cast faint silver streaks in his dark hair, and for once, he didn’t look like the guy who carried the town’s secrets around on his shoulders. He just looked like a man who’d decided not to run from whatever this was between us.

“Let me lock up,” I whispered.

His eyes darkened slightly, relief mingling with something warmer. He didn’t move away. Instead, he leaned closer, his breath feathering across my temple.

“Take your time,” he murmured.

My heart was beating far too fast for someone who was supposedly just closing a small coffee shop.

I cleared my throat and pulled my gaze away from him, forcing my feet to move. The routine should have been soothing: wipe down the machines, empty the pastry case, cover the syrups, turn the chairs, but everything felt different with his eyes on me.

I was acutely aware of the way his gaze tracked me as I moved through the shop, of the way his fingers drummed lightly on the counter in a rhythm that matched the pounding of the rain. Every sound seemed amplified: the clink of ceramic, the buzz of the lights, the soft whine Judge made when I walked past him without stopping to scratch his ears.

“You know,” Finn said conversationally as I slid the last muffin into a storage container, “most people would consider this a date.”

I almost dropped the muffin.

“A date?” I echoed, keeping my back to him for a second while I composed my face. I didn’t trust my expression not to give away the ricochet that word had just caused in my chest. “Is that what this is?”

“That depends,” he said. “Are you going to make me fill out a form in triplicate first?”

I snorted despite myself, the tension in my shoulders easing. “I don’t make everyone fill out forms.”

“Everyone?” he repeated, his tone light but his focus razor-sharp.

I flicked off the pastry case lights and finally turned to face him. “I meant vendors. Calm down, Detective.”

He smiled, that slow, crooked grin that had chipped away at my defenses over late nights and shared investigations.

“So,” he said, “if it were a date, would that be a problem?”

The question hung between us, deceptively casual. The kind of question you could laugh off, if you wanted to. If you were still invested in pretending you hadn’t spent the last few months thinking about what his hands would feel like on your waist instead of on a case file.

I walked toward the front door, aware of him tracking every step. Judge padded over to join me, nails clicking softly against the wood.

“Depends,” I said, flipping the sign to Closed. The rain beat a steady tattoo against the glass as I slid the deadbolt. “Are there background checks involved?”

“With you?” he said. “Already done.”

I glanced back at him, one hand resting on the doorframe. “And?”

He shrugged, his eyes warm. “You’re trouble. But you’re my kind of trouble.”

My fingers tightened around the key. The word my hit harder than it should have.

Aunt Clara’s reflection stared back at me from the glass for a moment, short silver hair, no-nonsense posture, the woman who’d run this place on grit and gossip and the conviction that Pelican Cove was worth the work. I wondered, briefly, what she would say if she saw me now.

Probably about damn time, kiddo.

I drew in a breath, turned away from the door, and walked back toward Finn.

Judge trotted alongside me, big ears flapping, as if he’d personally organized this entire evening. When I reached Finn, the dog stopped and plopped down between us, looking up expectantly.

“Subtle,” I muttered to him.

Finn chuckled. “He likes you.”

“He likes anyone who smells like pastries,” I said, but I couldn’t deny the warmth that bloomed in my chest every time Judge chose my feet over anyone else’s.

Finn’s gaze dropped to my hands for a moment, then rose back to my face. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

“This?” I repeated.

“The wine. The record player. My living room.” His voice softened on the last three words, like he was aware of how intimate they sounded when strung together. “You don’t owe me anything, Sloane. If you’d rather go upstairs and color-code spreadsheets, I’ll...”

“I don’t color-code spreadsheets,” I lied.

He arched a brow.

“Fine,” I amended. “Not always.”

He waited. He was good at that. Giving people enough silence to hang themselves with their own words, or, in my case, enough space to realize that what I wanted was standing right in front of me.

I inhaled, the scent of coffee and rain and Finn filling my lungs.

“I want to go,” I said. My voice came out steady, even though my pulse was anything but. “With you.”

Something in his posture eased, a tension I hadn’t realized was there. He reached for my coat, which I’d tossed over a chair earlier, and held it up without a word.

The small courtesy nearly undid me.

I slid my arms into the sleeves, and his fingers brushed my shoulders as he settled the fabric around me. It was the barest touch, impersonal enough that I could pretend it meant nothing, if not for the way it lingered half a second too long.

“Ready?” he asked quietly.

I glanced around the shop one last time. The chairs were upended on tables, the machines silent, the chalkboard menu reflecting the glow of the pendant lights. It was my kingdom, this little coffee-scented box, built out of inheritance and stubbornness and the need to prove I could make a life here.

Tonight, for the first time, I was choosing to leave it willingly in the dark.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m ready.”

Finn unlocked the front door and stepped out first, the bell above it giving a soft jingle as if wishing us luck. He held the door open for me, his palm braced against the frame. The rain had eased to a steady drizzle, silver threads in the glow of the streetlamps.

I stepped out into the night, the damp air cool against my cheeks. As I did, Finn’s hand slid to the small of my back, warm and solid through the fabric of my coat.

It wasn’t necessary. The sidewalk was wide, the step down shallow. But he did it anyway, guiding me, anchoring me.

I didn’t pull away.

For a moment, standing there under the awning of The Daily Grind, Pelican Cove was quiet. The marina lights flickered in the distance, and somewhere down the block, a television glowed in a second-story window, the muffled sound of laughter spilling into the street when someone opened a door.

“This feels strange,” I admitted, my voice low.

“What does?” he asked.

“Closing up and not going upstairs to analyze cash flow forecasts.” I looked up at him. “Going... somewhere else instead.”

“With me,” he said.

“With you,” I echoed.

He smiled, not the cocky half-smirk he used on suspects, but something softer, more private. “We’ll go slow,” he said. “If at any point you decide you’d rather be reorganizing your expense categories, I’ll bring you home and pretend I never tried to corrupt you with Pinot Noir and vinyl.”

I laughed, the sound surprising us both. The knot of anxiety I’d been carrying since I signed the inheritance papers loosened a fraction.

“Come on,” he said gently. “Judge gets shotgun.”

“You’re letting him in your car?” I asked, scandalized.

“He drools on my boots in the station,” Finn said. “I think the upholstery can handle it.”

As we walked toward his sedan, Judge trotting happily between us, I realized that for the first time since I’d arrived in Pelican Cove, I wasn’t thinking about exit strategies or contingency plans.

I was thinking about a bottle of wine, a record spinning slowly in a quiet living room, and the man walking at my side, his fingers brushing mine every few steps like he was testing the perimeter of our new, unspoken territory.

The rain might have turned the town into a watercolor, all blurred edges and bleeding colors, but for once, my life felt sharply, terrifyingly clear.

And somehow, without my permission, Finn Brody had become the brightest line in it.
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The Gala Grind
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The morning sun filtered through the blinds of The Daily Grind, casting striped shadows across the counter. It was just after 7:00 a.m., and the shop was already humming with the familiar sounds of the steamer and the low murmur of local chatter. The regulars had claimed their usual spots, ceramic mugs in hand, as if the storm from the night before had never happened.

For them, it was just another morning in Pelican Cove.

For me, everything felt slightly... tilted.

The world was the same, same worn floorboards, same chalkboard menu I’d re-lettered for the third time this week, same humming refrigerator that I kept threatening to replace, but it all looked a fraction brighter, as if someone had quietly turned up the saturation on my life while I wasn’t looking.

I told myself it was the sunlight after the storm.

I knew it was last night.

My brain kept replaying it like a scene from a movie I’d secretly bought tickets to. The quiet of Finn’s living room, the soft crackle of the record player, the way he’d listened when I talked about Chicago and the life I’d left behind. The way he’d let me ask about the case that had nearly broken him, a story he’d never told anyone in this town in full. The way we’d sat on opposite ends of his couch at first and somehow ended up with his arm draped along the back of it, our shoulders almost, but not quite, touching.

Almost. That seemed to be our favorite word.

I topped off the syrup bottles, wiped a stray coffee ring off the counter, and tried to focus on the task at hand: the Centennial Gala.

It was supposed to be the event of the century for Pelican Cove, a massive undertaking involving everything from the historical society’s archives to the local florist’s timeline. The kind of dive into spreadsheets and logistics that would usually thrill the part of me that believed order was the highest form of love.

Today, though, the logistics felt like an excuse.

An excuse to have Finn Brody at my table for four hours straight.

He was sitting in the corner booth again, his booth, spread out with a sprawling map of the town square and a dozen color-coded spreadsheets I’d insisted on printing. He’d arrived before opening, knocking softly on the glass with one hand while the other held two paper bags from the diner down the street.

“For the boss,” he’d said, when I’d opened up early, and he’d held out a bag containing still-warm biscuits. “Bribery. I hear event planners are susceptible to carbs.”

He’d said it lightly, but he’d waited until I took the bag from him, eyes flicking briefly to my face as if checking for a yes that extended beyond breakfast.

Now, an hour later, the biscuits were gone, the shop was open, and
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