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  Windfurlough
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The town of Windfurlough glowed in the night like a Christmas lantern. Every shopfront was dusted with snow, and strings of white lights crisscrossed the cobbled square, casting a golden glow that made the whole town look like it had stepped out of a snow globe. Fresh pine garlands, tied with big red bows, hung on every lamppost, and the smell of mulled cider and spiced cookies drifted from the baker’s stall. 
In the center of it all, rising like a gnarled old wizard, stood Windfurlough’s pride and joy—the ancient windmill. The windmill had been around so long; it was now part of the growing town of Windfurlough. Quaint streets surrounded the old stone building. The windmill was the focus of the upcoming Windfurlough Christmas Cheese Festival. The final judging of the region's best cheese would take place tomorrow, Christmas Day in the cobblestone square in front of the windmill.
Down in the windmill’s stone cellar, nestled in a place of honour on a solid oak pedestal above the rest of the cheeses waiting to be set out in the morning, sat The Grand Block of Mistlebreez, a cheese of mythic proportions. This wasn’t just any cheese. It was creamy, with a hint of earthy, piney sharpness and a texture so smooth that the townsfolk claimed it could put an angel to sleep with just one bite. 
Upstairs, Old Tobin, the windmill keeper and protector of the festival’s cheesy contestants, stroked his long white beard as he looked out the window with a squint.
“Just a few more hours till the Grand Tasting, Gerty,” he muttered to his right. At his side, the enormous goose shifted, her beady eyes staring into the shadows as if expecting a fight at any moment. Her webbed feet flexed on the wooden floor, and her beak was half-open, ready to let loose one of her war cries at the first hint of danger.
“That’s right, Gerty,” Tobin continued, his voice low. “You and me, we’ll keep the Mistlebreez, and all the cheese safe. Fifty years that cheese has been aging in the Mistlebreez Estate cheese cave. No low-life thief is going to lay a single grubby finger on it. And no one will dare to sabotage the Windfurlough Cheese Festival. It’s a sacred tradition.”
Gertrude let out a low, guttural honk, which Tobin took as an agreement.
With a chuckle, he patted her. “You’re the fiercest guard in all of Windfurlough, Gertrude. No one would dare try it.”
Little did Old Tobin know that someone would dare. And that someone was Figgins McLurk, cheese enthusiast, and questionable planner.
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  Figgins McLurk
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Figgins McLurk stood across the square in the dark shadows behind the festive bunting, bundled up in a wool coat and a scarf that kept his face mostly hidden. He was shivering but, Figgins wasn’t just cold. He was practically vibrating with anticipation. He’d heard rumours about The Grand Block of Mistlebreez for years, each tale making his mouth water more than the last.  
“A rare, creamy, sharp but sweet cheese with notes of mystery and delight… aged fifty years… stored in an ancient windmill… worth a fortune to the right buyer…” he whispered to himself, practically tasting it on his tongue. He shivered again, and it had nothing to do with the cold.
“Right then, old boy,” he muttered, patting his coat pocket where he’d stashed his secret weapon—a few cans of soda he’d been shaking on and off all evening. “Bit of fizz, a quick grab, and the cheese’ll be as good as mine.”
He squinted at the windmill. It looked like something out of a bedtime story, standing tall and just a little crooked against the moonlit sky. And there, in the faint glow of the windmill window, he could just make out a shadow: Old Tobin, muttering to himself like usual, probably talking to that blasted pet goose he kept.
He stifled a chuckle. “A goose. Really? Nothing but feathers and fluff,” he murmured to himself, checking his coat pocket one more time. The cans of soda rattled ominously as they clanked together. 
“Easy, Figgins. You’ve got this. It’s just a little stroll in, grab the cheese, and stroll out.” He took a steadying breath, even as his heart hammered in his chest.
With one last look around the empty square, lopsided, he slinked across the cobblestones, slipping like a shadow into the back door of the windmill.
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  Gertrude
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Figgins eased the door latch closed. He almost laughed at how easy this was going to be. He’d gotten his lock-picking tools out only to discover, to his delight, that the door latch was a simple wooden latch with a string. Old Man Tobin must be losing it, he thought. He’d left the string out. Anyone could have just waltzed into the old windmill. Figgins chuckled. Lucky that anyone was himself. Now all he had to do was find the door to the cellar, grab the cheese and get out. 
Inside the windmill, the air was thick and musty, layered with the scents of straw, mulling cider and aged wood. He looked around. He was in some kind of mudroom. A pair of winter boots sat on a tray to collect water and mud and several coats, sweaters and scarves hung above. Mittens on strings hung from a peg beside the door.
There was a small nightlight on in the main room and gave Figgins plenty of light to get around. He crept across the floor, carefully testing each board as he went and was soon at the entrance to the windmill’s kitchen. Leaving the muffled confines of the mudroom behind, he sidled around the small kitchen counter, keeping an eye out for the old goose. He had a hand wrapped around a can of soda and drew it out of his pocket, shaking it as he went.
In the dim light, he soon spotted a door. There was an open archway that obviously led to the main living area, so he focused on the door. It was either a closet, a pantry or the door to the cellar and led to the riches under the windmill.
Silently, he lifted the latch. Figgins held his breath as he eased the door open, but he needn’t have worried. The door swung open on well-oiled, and silent hinges.
He peeked down. There was a warm glow coming from below. Figgins grinned. Old Tobin had left a comforting light on for the cheese. How thoughtful. This was beginning to look like the easiest job he’d ever pulled.
Figgins crept down the creaky staircase, his breath a cloud in the chilly air. He could see the Grand Block of Mistlebreez surrounded by all the other cheese in town for the Christmas Festival in the dim light from a single, flickering candle on a table in the centre of the cellar.
“There she is,” he whispered, his eyes gleaming. The block was glorious—a creamy yellow tinged with golden specks, a cheese of sheer majesty that seemed to glow as if lit from within. Figgins felt his mouth water. “Come to Papa…”
He crept across the floor, careful not to touch anything. He put the soda can in his pocket to leave his hands free and pulled a bag from under his coat and gently shook it out. Frowning, he looked at the bag and then the cheese. He was going to need a bigger bag. Sighing, he folded up the bag in his hand and groped around in his coat for another. Finally, after taking his coat off to search, he found one that the Mistlebreez cheese would fit into without damage. He stuck the bag in his teeth while he wrestled back into his heavy coat.
“Okay, my little darling. Why don’t you come with me and make me a rich man?” Figgins reached for the Mistlebreez cheese.
“Hold it right there! Step away from the cheese.”
Figgins froze just as his fingers touched the cheese rind.
“Turn around. I want to see the face of the miscreant who would dare to ruin the Christmas Festival.”
Figgins turned around. 
“Figgins McLurk. I should have known.” Old Man Tobin glared at him. “Only you are foolish enough to try something like this.”
Figgins said nothing. Old Tobin looked away at something behind him and Figgins saw his chance.
He reached into his pocket, fingers brushing against the cold metal of a can. “Alright, Tobin,” he whispered. “Hope you’re thirsty.”
“What?” Old Tobin said, spinning back to face him.
But just as Figgins aimed, a loud honk tore through the silence. He froze, heart pounding. The next moment, a shadow loomed behind Tobin. From the darkness, he could see Gertrude’s furious eyes gleaming like two sinister Christmas lights rushing straight for him.
“Now, now, let’s not get hasty—”
But the goose had no intention of polite conversation. She let out another war-cry and lunged, wings flapping like sails in a storm. Figgins stumbled back, fumbling with the soda can. He fumbled with the tab, intending to aim it right at her, but in his panic, he turned it the wrong way.
“HONK!” 
Gertrude swooped in with beak snapping, ready to slice through his coat. Figgins squeezed the can, intending to unleash a torrent of fizz at the attacking monster, but all he managed was to spray himself in the face. He yelped and gurgled, his vision blurry, and staggered blindly toward the pedestal.
“Get him, Gertie!” Old Tobin yelled, cheering the maniac goose on.
“Get off me, you feathered menace!” he gasped, wiping soda from his eyes, but Gertrude was relentless as she whacked him with her wings. She pecked and hissed, honking with every strike, driving him into the corner like a boxer going for the final blow.
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  Santa Claus
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Outside, a cloud of snow kicked up as a sleigh pulled by eight reindeer descended into the square. He landed on each rooftop in turn until the only stop left in Windfurlough was the old windmill. Santa smiled. Milk and cookies were all well and good but Old Tobin always left out a prime selection of cheese and hot mulled cider. He had saved the best for last. The windmill was his last delivery for the year and he was looking forward to it. 
The reindeer jumped off the roof of the orphanage and flew across town to the village square. It was a tricky business landing on the windmill, but Santa expertly guided his team to the flat ledge Old Tobin had built there many years ago. The reindeer sighed with pleasure as the sleigh touched down. They knew this was their last stop before going home to the North Pole for a well-deserved candy cane mash and rest.
Santa Claus, dressed in his red suit with it’s black patent leather belt and matching boots gleaming like polished coal, climbed out of his sleigh. He tossed the sack of presents over his shoulder and in the wink of an eye descended the chimney into the windmill to deliver his gifts to Old Tobin and Gertrude.
He emerged from the hearth to stand in the windmill’s cosy living room. There, on a table beside the Christmas tree was the crock-pot full of mulled cider and the expected plate
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