
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE RETURN OF THE SILVER LOCKET

A Cinnamon Cat Café Mystery (Book 3)

By Rama

ACT ONE: THE ASHES OF YESTERDAY
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Chapter 1: The Inheritance
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The morning Lila Hartley-Davies inherited the café, the sky was the color of old milk—soft, forgiving, and utterly dishonest.

She stood on the cracked sidewalk of Maple Hollow, clutching a brass key that still smelled of her grandmother’s rose perfume. The Cozy Cup. Even the faded sign felt like a hug. Ivy crawled up the brick facade. Inside, she knew, Eleanor Hartley’s cinnamon scones would never bake again.

“You don’t have to do this,” said her cousin, Ben, arms crossed. He’d driven two hours from the city to “witness the sentimentality,” as he put it. “Sell the land. That developer—Marcus Vane—is offering triple market value.”

Lila didn’t look at him. She was staring at the coffee cup decal on the window, remembering how her grandmother would sneak her extra whipped cream. Your grandfather built this place with his own hands, Eleanor had whispered once. And some things, my girl, are worth more than money.

“I’m not selling,” Lila said.

Ben sighed. “Suit yourself. But people have tried to hold onto things in this town before. Maple Hollow eats them alive.”

She ignored the chill that ran down her spine. At twenty-nine, Lila had returned home not as a triumphant hero but as a failed journalist, a woman who’d chased stories in war zones only to discover the scariest monsters lived in quiet places. Her divorce was final last month. Her mother had stopped speaking to her years ago. The café was all she had left.

“I’ll call you later,” she said, dismissing Ben.

He hesitated, then walked away, his footsteps fading like a warning.

Lila unlocked the door. The bell jingled—a cheerful, absurd sound. Inside, time had stopped. Checkered floor. Red booths. The ancient espresso machine that coughed like a dragon. She ran her fingers along the counter, collecting dust and grief.

“I’m home, Grandma,” she whispered.

That night, she stayed late. She cleaned. She organized. She found old photographs tucked behind the register: Eleanor as a young woman, standing beside a man Lila barely remembered—her grandfather, Samuel, who’d “disappeared” one winter when Lila’s mother was seven. He left, her mother always said. Men leave. But Eleanor never remarried. Never spoke of him.

Around midnight, a knock came at the back door.

Lila froze. The alley beyond was dark, lit only by a buzzing streetlamp. Through the window’s grime, she saw a figure: a teenage girl, maybe sixteen, with hollow cheeks and wild eyes.
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