
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Secret of the Silver Locket

A Cinnamon Cat Café Cozy Mystery
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Chapter One: What the Lockbox Held
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The lockbox smelled of lavender and forgotten time.

Lila Bennett ran her thumb over the tarnished brass key before inserting it into the lock. The box had sat on the highest shelf of Aunt Ellie’s pantry for three years—ever since Lila inherited the Cinnamon Cat Café and everything in it. She’d told herself she wasn’t ready to open it. That some secrets deserved to stay buried.

But then Mr. Whiskers had started staring at the pantry door.

Not his usual “feed me, you fool” stare. This was different. Intense. The one-eyed cat had planted himself outside the pantry every night for a week, his single amber eye fixed on the door like a watchdog. Last night, he’d scratched at the wood until Lila finally said, “Fine. Tomorrow.”

Now it was tomorrow. Rain pattered against the café windows, and the morning rush was still an hour away. Lila sat cross-legged on her apartment floor above the café, the lockbox in her lap, Mr. Whiskers perched beside her like a furry judge.

“You’re being dramatic,” she told him.

He meowed. It sounded like an accusation.

The key turned with a satisfying click. Lila lifted the lid.

Inside, nestled on faded velvet, lay a silver locket.

It was exquisite—intricate swirls of filigree, a tiny rose engraved on the front, and a clasp so delicate Lila had to use her fingernail to pry it open. Inside the locket: two photographs. One showed a young Aunt Ellie, maybe twenty-two, her dark hair piled high, her smile bright and unguarded in a way Lila had never seen. Beside her stood a man—handsome, with kind eyes and a familiar jawline Lila couldn’t place.

The second photograph was smaller, tucked behind the first. A woman. Mid-thirties. Dark hair, serious expression, wearing a pendant that looked exactly like the locket itself.

Underneath the photographs, a folded piece of paper.

Lila unfolded it with trembling fingers. Aunt Ellie’s handwriting—loopy, confident, unmistakable.

Lila,

If you’re reading this, I’m gone. And you’ve finally gotten curious enough to open the box. Good. You’ll need to be curious to survive what comes next.

The man in the photograph is William Hartley. He was my first love and my greatest regret. In 1988, he disappeared. Everyone said he left town. Everyone was wrong.

The woman is Margaret Hartley. William’s mother. She disappeared three years before he did. No one talked about her. No one looked for her.

There was a fire, Lila. A fire before the fire. And people in Willow Creek have been lying about it for thirty-five years.

You have something they want. Something I hid. The locket is the key—but not to a door. To a truth.
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