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        Introducing… The Mysterious Travels Mail Club!

      

        

      
        Monthly membership includes:

      

      

      
        
          	
        One letter: Immerse yourself in an unsolved mystery from a fascinating place around the world.
      

      	
        One intro card: Discover intriguing facts about each month’s locale.
      

      	
        One postcard: Enjoy a usable, watercolor or colored-pencil artwork postcard. These limited-edition prints are not available anywhere else.
      

      	
        At least one bonus insert: Surprise extras that will pull you deeper into that month’s featured location and its mystery.
      

      	
        Premium stationery: Savor the tactile experience of reading each month’s letter, printed on premium paper.
      

      

      

      
        
        "An exciting way to learn about real mysteries through these fictional letters. They certainly led me to a deep dive to find out more and try my own hand at being an amateur sleuth! Better yet, it’s strangely exciting to receive snail mail that isn’t junk or a bill, so I always look forward to checking the mail now!" - Katharen M. - Beta Reader

      

        

      
        Ready to begin this unique mystery experience?

      

        

      
        Get 50% off your first month with the discount code PIZZA50

      

        

      
        Sign up today at www.TheMoonlitLetters.com

      

        

      
        (Note: The contents of the issue shown in the picture above are from the inaugural issue, which will only be available during the May 2026 mailing. You will receive the latest issue when you sign up.)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you really want to hear about that?”

      The woman smiled at me, her auburn hair up in a bun. “You promised you’d tell me, Mr. Winwood.”

      “You know to call me Denny. Told you a thousand times.”

      She gave me a look of amusement, knowing my statement was false—she had only been here a week.

      “Of course, Denny. So, tell me about that year in Willow Creek.”

      “Oh yes, the year of my first festival with the pizza truck. It was in June.”

      “What about…the other thing…?” She scratched her freckled face, seeming timid to even allude to those awful events.

      I let out a short breath. Casting my gaze out the window, I spotted motion. A squirrel was climbing a birch, enjoying the bright spring day.

      “Mr. Win—uh, Denny?”

      “You want to hear about the cheese shop murder, then?” I shot her a steely look.

      She nodded. “And the others…if you don’t mind.”

      My, word did travel fast around here. The local papers had covered each incident in detail, but that was before this woman’s time. There were even a few books written about the string of events in Willow Creek, but I never bothered to read them.

      I had firsthand experience.

      “Okay, but it might take a while. Sure you aren’t going to get in trouble, Miss Klein?”

      “I’m sure. Now start from the beginning.”

      And so I did.
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      “…and in other news, Charlie Sampson is back in Willow Creek, on his current book tour for his most recent release, You Get What You Give. In bookstores across the⁠—”

      Switching to an oldies station, I gripped the steering wheel and navigated my truck around the bend in the road. The sign for Willow Creek appeared off to the right.

      A picturesque town tucked in the foothills of Eastern Pennsylvania, it was my childhood home. I had been away so long up until that point. But with starting my new pizza truck business after Charlotte had passed away five years ago, being approved to be a vendor at Summerfest had seemed serendipitous. It didn’t hurt that I had a friend who was on the committee…

      I glanced at the passenger seat where Romeo sat alert. He was the family pet, a seven-year-old Yorkshire Terrier. Five pounds of attitude. But with my wife Charlotte gone and Amber and Jack in college, it was the only option that he tag along on my adventure.

      Coasting down the hill, the town square came into view.

      The old library was situated across from the monument, a bronze statue of the founder of the town’s park system. General Bartholomew Wexler’s likeness sat on horseback, triumphantly gazing toward the treasure he had helped build.

      The words on the monument’s plaque were common knowledge in town. Born in 1854, Wexler was not only an industrialist, conservationist, and agriculturalist; he was also an esteemed general and philanthropist. He was a hero, someone we could all look up to. An important reminder of what we should all strive to be. Someone who leaves the world in a better state than they had found it.

      Parking my pizza truck across from the library, I peered out the passenger window. The brick building housed several small businesses, including Wilkes’ Cheese Shop, which was owned by one of my old classmates, Ruben Wilkes. A third-generation cheesemonger, he had taken over the family business.

      I cocked my head. “Closed?”

      Cracking the windows slightly, I told Romeo I’d be right back. It was still cool outside, so it wouldn’t be a problem letting him sleep in the front seat while I went to investigate.

      Ruben’s place was dark, despite the sign proclaiming their Saturday hours: 8:00 a.m. - 4:00 p.m.

      Not only was Ruben a stickler when it came to responsibility, he was never late. In high school he had a perfect attendance and was tardy only once, when the school bus got a flat tire. He had apologized profusely for that offense, even though it hadn’t been his fault. Besides that single instance, he was a model of punctuality.

      Now, with his own thriving business, I wondered if my friend was all right. Perhaps he was ill? Or worse?

      I had an appointment with him to purchase a supply of the best mozzarella cheese he carried. It was a crucial ingredient for my authentic Italian pizzas.

      Pulling out my cell phone, I found his name in my contacts list.

      I sent him a quick message: At your shop. Everything OK?

      Before sliding the phone back into my pocket, I checked the time: 8:15

      I had already stopped by the commissary in the next town over. It was a rented space that was my base of operations. Not only was it a depot where my truck was parked when not in use, the facilities there also allowed me to prep food and store my dough and other ingredients in their large refrigerators. While at the commissary kitchen, I loaded the trays of proofed dough I had prepared three days prior onto my truck’s on-board fridge. After picking up the mozzarella from Ruben, I had to set up at the festival by ten in order to be prepared for the lunch crowd. With a little time to kill, I had hoped to play catch-up with Ruben while sampling some of the amazing cheeses he offered in his shop. His selection was incredible, with 150 cheeses that were cut to order. Before taking over the family business, he had traveled all over the world, visiting some of the best cheesemakers out there. And his journeys included stops to various cheese shops like the famous Fromagerie Hamel in Montreal. With those experiences to guide him, he was now at the helm of the business his grandfather had started.

      Letting out a long breath, I stared at my reflection in the window. My short-cut brown hair barely moved in the morning breeze. I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose, my brown eyes staring back at me. At forty, I was clean-cut, wearing a white-and-blue-striped polo shirt and a pair of blue athletic shorts.

      I glanced down the street. Since it was a beautiful morning, a number of shoppers were already milling about. Most stores opened at eight, since we got our fair share of tourists. Summers were busy—we were known for our nearby hiking trails, parks, and quaint main strip that featured an array of fine shops. In addition to the cheese shop, there were two candy stores, three bookstores, a boutique, an old theater, and several pizzerias, sports bars, and even a brewing company, which held its own tours.

      Come autumn, tourists would arrive in droves for the fall foliage tour. That was my favorite time of year to visit town. And if I could only come once a year, I would pick early October, when the leaves turned to amazing shades of gold, red, and brown, and the aroma of spiced apples filled the air.

      Luckily for our nestled hamlet, tourists flocked year-round to soak up Willow Creek’s offerings.

      One of which was the Funky Chicken Sports Bar, located next door to the cheese shop. Despite the early hour, the bar appeared to be open.

      I entered the Funky Chicken, not so much interested in early morning drinking, but to see if the staff had seen Ruben lately.

      The bar resembled an old-style saloon. Dimly lit, the wood-paneled walls were adorned with various local memorabilia. A picture of the bar owner smiling next to the visiting President. Framed newspaper articles chronicling the bar’s founding. An antique jukebox in the corner, playing a Willie Nelson tune.

      “Can I get you anything?” The bartender motioned to the bottles that glimmered behind him. “We also have several beers on tap.” He rattled off a short list.

      “Ginger ale,” I said, noticing the eagle tattoo on the man’s bicep. A black tank top and cowboy hat completed the ensemble. He wore a name tag that read, “Nick.”

      “Coming right up.” Grabbing a glass from below the bar top, Nick ambled toward the soda dispenser at the other end of the bar.

      “Have you seen Ruben from next door this morning?” I asked him when he returned with my drink.

      Nick seemed taken off-guard a moment, then scratched his head. “The guy from the cheese place?”

      “Yeah, he’s not in yet.”

      “You know, if you’re in the mood for cheese, we have a mighty fine grilled cheese sandwich here—it’s to die for.”

      “It’s not that. Just wanted to say hello. I’m an old friend of his.” I sipped my ginger ale.

      “Haven’t seen him yet today. So, want anything to eat? I can bring you our food menu.”

      “No, thanks.” I glanced around the place, eyeing all the pictures, articles, and ephemera on the walls. One spot was devoid of anything, as if a group of pictures or one large picture had been removed.

      The jukebox lights flashed a few times as Willie Nelson faded away, replaced by Travis Tritt.

      “Love this tune.” The bartender folded his muscular arms over his chest, a finger tapping to the beat.

      I sipped from my glass. Looking over my shoulder, I spotted motion. Through the front window, past the empty billiards tables, I saw a familiar man pass by.

      “Speak of the devil.” I turned to the bartender and smiled. “The cheesemonger has arrived.”
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      After paying for my drink and leaving a generous tip, I said goodbye to the bartender.

      I hurried out the front door to catch up with my friend.

      “Ruben!”

      Key ring in hand, Ruben turned toward me, out of breath. With brown eyes, a dark complexion, and a full beard, Ruben was a large man. Always friendly, he had a magnetic personality; it’s probably what made him so popular back in high school. But today, his jolly demeanor and infectious smile was nowhere to be found.

      “Sorry I’m late. I know we had an appointment for the mozzarella.” He frowned, scratching his beard with his right hand. It was wrapped in gauze, and it looked like it had been haphazardly applied.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Had a mishap… Was sharpening a knife. Can you believe it?” He scoffed and averted his gaze. “I’ve sharpened knives a thousand times and never once did I ever cut myself. But I’m fine… Just a small cut—looks worse than it is.” He rubbed at the gauze wrapped around his hand. Small beads of sweat were forming on his forehead despite the cool morning breeze. Looking out toward the street, he smiled. “Nice truck.”

      “Thanks.” I glanced over my shoulder, and Romeo appeared at the window with a yip. “I don’t know if I told you, but today is my first actual event.”

      “Good for you, buddy.”

      Romeo barked excitedly again, as if he wanted to get belly rubs from Ruben.

      Ruben beamed. “Last time I saw him he was a puppy. How old is he now?”

      “Seven. Looks like he’s excited to see you.”

      “Bring him on out.”

      I strode to the pizza truck, opened the door, and grabbed Romeo’s leash. I clipped it to his collar and picked him up, placing him gently on the sidewalk. He trotted over to Ruben and nuzzled against his leg.

      Ruben hunched down, running his fingers along the dog’s fine black and brown coat. He had a puppy cut for the summer, but his short hair was still silky smooth. Romeo licked his hand appreciatively and twirled around in a circle. He came to an abrupt stop and rested on his haunches, head tipped back, giving Ruben an adoring look.

      “Want a treat, pup? I’m sure you do.” Ruben said to me, “I have some all-natural dog biscuits inside, in case a customer brings their dog in.”

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      He stood up. “Say, what are you doing after Summerfest? Charlie Sampson is giving a talk at the library tonight. You should go with me.”

      “I probably won’t be able to make it. But thanks anyway.”

      Unlocking the door, he pulled it open with his left hand. Bells jingled as he led us into the dark shop.

      “So how are things going here?” I asked, following him inside. The irresistible aroma of various aged cheeses from around the world teased my nostrils.

      The door shut behind me, and I let Romeo off his leash.

      “Couldn’t be better.” An easy smile formed on Ruben’s face. “Sales are up for the sixth month in a row.”

      “What’s your secret? Besides your amazing selection.”

      “Is that why you’re here? To sample even more cheeses?” he asked playfully. “Seriously, though, you need to read the new Sampson book. It has changed my life and my business.”

      “I’ll pick it up sometime. Always interesting to see what former classmates are up to these days. And it’s not surprising he became super successful.”

      When it came to Charlie Sampson, it was difficult for me not to remember him. Not only was he a classmate of ours at WC High, all the promotional posters that were plastered in every bookstore in town featured his face. He sported a black mustache and was always in a tailored suit—the embodiment of success. Hailing from Willow Creek, many of his lectures had been recorded and posted online. His folksy way of speaking made you feel like he was an old friend, though he had barely been an acquaintance of mine.

      “Voted best dressed in our class,” Ruben said with a chuckle. “But honestly, he changed the way I view success and business. If he were here in the shop right now, I’d give him a giant bear hug.”

      “I might have to give his book a try.”

      “I’m telling you, Den, it’ll transform your life. Will
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