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In August 2024, Green Cat Books organised a writing competition for Christmas short stories, and the winners have their stories included in this anthology.

For more information about each author, please visit www.greencatbooks.com/LBCS
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Snow had fallen softly over the village of Hepworth, blanketing the streets and rooftops in a shimmering, iridescent layer of white. Lights glowed from the windows of the Holly and Hearth Inn, a quaint centuries-old thatched building in the heart of the village. Inside, the air was thick with the scents of pine and cinnamon, mingling with the sweet aroma of mulled wine simmering on the stove.

Amelia Mathews stood in her kitchen, stirring the pot of her late grandma’s famous mulled wine recipe, a favourite over the decades with the customers at the inn. She took a deep breath and inhaled all the delectable herbs and spices rising from the steam in the pot. The flickering flames from the kitchen fireplace added to the cosy feeling as they cast a warm light across the room, dancing off the copper pots and pans above her head. After tasting the mulled wine, she scrunched up her face in delight. 

“All it needs is a little dash of nutmeg and a couple more cloves, and it will be perfect,” she explained to her old faithful cat, ‘Magic’. 

This was her first Christmas without her grandma, Maggie, who had sadly passed away earlier that year, leaving the inn in her good hands. Every corner of the inn held precious memories of her grandma’s laughter and the many Christmases they had spent together at the inn, hosting guests who had become like family over the years. Now, it was up to Amelia to continue the traditions.

She glanced at the recipe book, its pages yellowed and worn from years of use and carrying an aroma of past bakes that had been made. Amelia smiled at a fingerprint that had been left on the page by her grandma, most likely from a mixture of the mince pies. As she flipped to the next page, a folded note slipped out and fluttered to the floor. Magic curiously went to the note and smelt it and looked up at Amelia. 

“Hey, what is it, Magic?” Amelia picked up the letter and patted Magic on her head. She noticed the familiar handwriting.

‘To my dear Amelia, there’s a special treasure hidden within these walls - find it, and you’ll discover the true spirit of Christmas.’ 

Magic looked at Amelia with no interest in the letter and wandered off to curl up in front of the warm fire.

Amelia’s heart began to beat faster. It was nice to read her grandma’s words and also exciting to think of a hidden treasure within the walls. She was startled by the faint sound of laughter echoing through the wall, and a chill ran down her spine. She quickly turned to look, but there was no one there. 

“Must have been someone leaving their guest room—or a ghost,” she teased Magic with a ghostly “woo” sound.

The door to the kitchen creaked open causing Amelia to pick up a rolling pin next to her, for protection. A tall figure stepped inside and brushed snow from his coat, 

“Are you going to put that down or hit me with it?” 

The man let out a deep hearty laugh. It was Henry, the historian who had been staying at the inn for the past week. He gave Amelia a friendly smile, his dark eyes glinting with curiosity. “Did I hear something about a hidden treasure? I was on my way to my room when I heard you talking.” Henry looked around the kitchen, “I presume you were talking to your cat,” he smiled and nodded at the black and white fluff ball.

Amelia had personally booked Henry into the inn herself earlier in the week and had the chance to have a little chat with him - he had explained he was researching the local area with regards to folklore about Christmas ghosts. He had asked Amelia if she knew of any hauntings in the inn. At the time she explained her late grandma would’ve been the best to answer his questions.

“Did you find information from the locals on your ghostly folklore? Amelia asked, more out of politeness than curiosity. 

Henry brushed his dark hair out of his eyes and his eyes met Amelia’s with an intensely serious gaze. It made her feel a little on edge but at the same time, she found him intriguing. He scratched the side of his well-groomed beard and answered. 

“The feedback from the town shopkeepers is that this inn is one of the oldest buildings in the town and the most likely to be haunted.” 

Amelia picked up her mulled wine, the one she had been making to check it was up to standards for her evening guests and took a big gulp. 

“Grandma did use to tell me stories and would say there are hidden treasures in these walls. She would often talk about ghosts in the inn too.” She held up the note. “That is what I was reading when you walked past. I am presuming the hidden treasure she writes about is cryptic.” Henry looked on with interest as Amelia continued. “Look, I know it’s Christmas Eve and I have a busy evening but after the doors are shut, I can give you a full tour of the inn, especially the spooky attic, if you want, or do you have any other plans with family or a loved one? 

“You had me at ghosts,” Henry smiled. “Do you need any help in the inn this evening?” 

Amelia did have a good team of staff on for the evening with it being Christmas Eve, but she did need his help for one thing, “Yes, you can help keep the fire stoked and roast some chestnuts for the guests if you want? I’ll throw in a couple of free mulled wines for you, trust me it tastes good, I can attest.” She giggled, her cheeks a little rosy from the warmth of the spices and wine. 

Henry left and bid Amelia farewell until later in the evening. She checked her watch and had time to tidy and freshen up before the evening’s festivities. She headed off to the bar area to check the final decorations were in place and took a deep breath as it looked so magical, her grandma would’ve been proud.

The bar area at the Holly and Hearth had an irresistible warmth and charm. When the guests entered later, they would be greeted by the comforting crackle of the open fire, which sat at the heart of the room. The fireplace was made of rustic stone, above it, a sturdy wooden mantel stretched across, its surface lined with a thick, lush garland of evergreen branches. The garland was carefully intertwined with red berries, pinecones, and small sprigs of holly, each leaf gleaming in the firelight. Small glass ornaments hung from the garland, catching the light and reflecting their soft, warm hues.

Beside the fireplace, dominating one corner of the bar area stood a magnificent Christmas tree. Its branches were full and perfectly shaped as if nature herself had crafted it just for this room. The tree was decorated in traditional colours of red, green, and gold, with shimmering baubles, velvet ribbons, and delicate glass ornaments that caught the light just so. A string of twinkling lights wrapped around the tree, their soft white glow reflecting off the ornaments, creating a magical, almost ethereal atmosphere. The tree topper was a vintage star, slightly tarnished with age but added to the tree’s charm, reminding all who saw it of Christmases long past.

Large pinecone centrepieces adorned the tables in the bar area, adding a rustic touch to the decor. LED candles were dotted around the room, their glow casting playful shadows on the walls and adding to the cosy ambience. 

On the bar counter, a brass barrel heater stood ready for the evening’s main attraction—the inn’s famous mulled wine. The bar counter was made of dark, polished wood, its surface worn smooth by years of service. A few snow globes, each having a tiny winter scene, were placed here and there, ready for their white flakes to swirl whenever a curious guest decided to give them a shake. The overall effect of the bar area was one of timeless Christmas charm—a place where old traditions were honoured, and new memories were made. Amelia took in a final deep breath of all the intermingled Christmas smells of pine, berries, mulled wine, orange, cinnamon and herbs. She was excited also for her later encounter with the rather handsome Henry.

Amelia chose a red velvet dress for the evening, with a delicate fur trim along the neckline. The dress draped elegantly over her shoulders, cinching at the waist before cascading down in a long, flowing skirt. She wore a necklace with a solitary ruby around her neck, its deep red hue matched the ruby bracelet, and both had been a gift from her grandma. After giving herself a final once-over, she swept her hair into a bun and felt satisfied with her reflection that stared back from the mirror.

Amelia made her way to the bar and greeted her staff. The barrel was now filled with mulled wine. The fire roared and Henry sat in one of the high-backed plaid chairs, doing the job he had offered to do. He caught her eye, and she nodded in appreciation. Her heart fluttered slightly as she noticed how handsome he looked in his black suit and bow tie. He wore the suit well and paired it with a red and black pinstriped waistcoat. Amelia thought it added a festive touch of colour for Christmas. In front of him was a basket overflowing with roasted chestnuts. He smiled warmly at each guest, ready to serve them a bag of chestnuts straight from the fire.

Amelia turned to her staff and exclaimed, “Ready for the festive mayhem? I wish you all a Merry Christmas, and let the drinking begin!” With a cheerful smile, she rang a large bell on the bar signalling for the doors to be open. Amelia unbolted the large wooden door to a chorus of cheers from the revellers outside. They bustled in from the cold, frosty air, brushing snow from their shoulders as they entered, their faces flushed with cold and excitement. The warm, inviting notes of ‘Chestnuts Roasting on an Open Fire’ drifted through the air. The staff, all wearing Santa hats and festive sweaters adorned with reindeer and snowflakes, greeted each guest with a welcoming, “Happy Christmas!”

The air was filled with the sounds of laughter, clinking glasses, and the soft hum of holiday chatter. The inn felt alive with Christmas spirit, a place where everyone could escape the cold and enjoy the warmth of the holiday season. Amelia looked around the room, pleased with all the festivities; her grandma would have been delighted with the turnout. As she took in the scene, she felt a cold draught swirl around her. 

Turning to her chief barperson, she asked, “Sam, do you feel that cold draught? It’s put a bit of a chill on my arms.” 

Sam looked at her with concern. “Oh no, Amelia, it’s nice and toasty in here with the roaring fire. Maybe you’re coming down with something.” 

Amelia frowned. “I hope not, especially right before Christmas.” 

Amelia continued being the perfect host and chatted with her guests about their holiday plans for the big day. But she became distracted by a ghostly whisper calling her name. She began to think Sam might have been right about her coming down with something, Probably a virus, she thought to herself. Erring on the side of caution, she made her way over to Henry and sat down in the vacant chair next to him. He looked in his element as he roasted the chestnuts. When he saw Amelia, a look of worry etched across
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