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      “DON’T EVEN THINK about it, Pierre,” Margarete snapped, her insides ablaze with frustration. Her chef’s knife, dripping in roast lamb juices and maple glaze, waved frantically in front of Pierre’s nose. “The agreement was this kitchen is mine until dessert. You were supposed to cook your cupcake creation at CC’s Simply Cupcakes.”

      Pierre huffed, folding his arms across his perfectly pristine white uniform. His gaze drilled into Margarete. “Yes, that was the plan, but things changed when our lovely council decided to accidentally cut through the water pipes in the alley out the back of the shop. I was halfway through the bake when they informed me that they would be turning off the water to fix their mistake. Now, I have to finish cooking the rest here.”

      Finish here… Are you serious? She shook her head.

      “No. No, absolutely not. I am not going to let the McCorrsons down. This isn’t only their thirtieth-anniversary dinner, it’s also my chance to establish myself in this town as a professional caterer and not just the woman who runs the local café.”

      “Oh my gosh. Margarete, your cheese fondue is a massive hit,” Savannah said as she blew through the kitchen and plonked an empty seafood platter on the counter. “I’m not usually a carb eater. But one of your freshly-made bread rolls dipped in that fondue? It’s to die for.”

      “Thanks, Savannah, but you really should be serving the food, not tasting it.”

      “Call it research,” Savannah said, grinning like a child caught with their hand in the cookie jar. “What if someone asks me what it tastes like? I have to know the answer. Right?”

      Margarete rolled her eyes and returned to cutting the main proteins for the meat platters. Roast lamb, slow-cooked brisket, and pork studded with delicious apples. “Now, if only I can avoid any more distractions, maybe I’ll have this dinner out on time. Pierre, that was a polite way of hinting that I’m under the pump and need to get back to work. Now, if you’ll excuse me. How are those baked potatoes and glazed veggies coming, Antony?”

      “Delizioso.” Antony puckered his lips and put his fingers to his mouth, making a kissing action. Just as she’d seen Italians do so many times on the television.

      She hadn’t believed her luck when the McCorrsons asked her to design and cook for their anniversary dinner. Charlotte, Clair, and Cassidy, the happy couple’s three daughters had stepped back from the kitchen for the night. Even though they ran two successful cupcake businesses, they’d enlisted her skills for entrée and main course. She’d offered to do all three courses, but rival chef Pierre worked with Charlotte at CC’s Simply Cupcakes, and he’d already been promised the dessert course, including the cake.

      “Unbelievable.” Pierre threw his hands up in the air and glared at Margarete, clearly ignoring the hive of activity surrounding him. “Do you mean to tell me, Margarete Becker, that you are banning me from this kitchen until after the main course?”

      Margarete spun, fury burning through her. “You can have it when I’ve finished serving dinner. Now, kindly leave or so help me, I…will…make…you.”

      Pierre’s chocolate-brown eyes widened, and his jaw hit the floor. “Well, I never. You’ll pay for this, mark my words. If my red velvet cupcake masterpiece is a flop, it will be all your fault.” He spun on his heel toward the door, huffing as he left.

      Thank goodness.

      A continual stream of sweat trickled down Margarete’s temple. Dinner service was manic. Her staff worked like a well-oiled machine, but feeding sixty hungry guests was taking its toll. Thankfully, she’d only had to leave the kitchen a few times to lend a hand and manage a quick toilet break. “Giving up” was a phrase not in her vocabulary. “This has to be the longest dinner service in history,” she said as she filled more trays with scrumptious food. She barely noticed Charlotte and Clair McCorrson pop into the kitchen.

      Charlotte wrapped her arms around a surprised Margarete. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. You have certainly outdone yourself. We knew you were a great cook, but this food is simply divine.”

      Clair chimed in, her smile stretching from ear to ear. “We couldn’t have planned a better meal ourselves. It’s perfect, and Mum and Dad are absolutely blown away. This is the most perfect anniversary dinner ever. And I’ve never seen guests eat so much food before.”

      Margarete couldn’t wipe the smile from her face. Earning the girl’s approval was ten times better than winning the lottery. “I owe it to you ladies for giving me a chance.”

      “Your food is wonderful. And I happened to spot one guest out there who’s pretty delicious looking, too, if I do say so myself,” Charlotte said, her hand flying to her mouth to cover a cheeky grin.

      “Charlotte!” Margarete said, pausing momentarily. “What on earth are you doing looking at gorgeous men, even if they are the spitting image of Dr. McDreamy, when you have the likes of Liam Brady hanging off your arm?”

      “Ah-hah,” Clair said as if she’d just solved the secret of the Easter Bunny. She pointed her finger directly at Margarete. “I knew it. I knew it. You did notice him.”

      Margarete rolled her eyes and sighed. “Well, of course, I noticed him. Who wouldn’t? He is kinda cute.”

      “Kinda? Kinda?” Charlotte raised her eyebrows at Margarete’s nonchalant tone. “He’s almost better looking than Patrick Dempsey himself.”

      Yes, Charlotte. That fact has not escaped me.

      “Margarete, we need more sour cream for the baked potatoes,” Savannah said, rushing through the door. “You’d think they haven’t eaten in months with the way they are devouring the food out there. Looks like you did it. I bet you’ll have catering bookings flying in after this evening.”

      Savannah’s words excited Margarete. Her insides bubbled with pure exhilaration. She silently prayed that Savannah was right. “You’ll find more sour cream in the cool room. Right-hand side on the second shelf. I’m just about finished with these trays, so once you have replenished the sour cream, can you come back and take these out?” Savannah nodded, zooming past the other waitress, who was heading out to the floor again.

      Charlotte subtly picked up a bowl of pork crackle pieces. “Anyone for crackle?”

      “Hey,” Margarete said, slotting the last of the sticky pork belly bao buns on the platter. “I was saving that for when service is done. My little treat for when it’s all over.”

      Charlotte shrugged and held the bowl toward Margarete. “Why wait?”

      “Yes, why wait?” Clair said, popping a piece in her mouth. “Surely you can take a five-minute break?”

      Margarete sighed and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. She had been working full steam since she’d walked into the kitchen that morning. A smile spread across her face. “Five minutes, that’s all.” She popped a square of crackle into her mouth. The bursting, sweet, caramelised crackle crunched in her mouth.

      “Oh gosh, that’s good,” Charlotte mumbled behind a warm giggle.

      “Mmmmm,” Clair added, licking salt from her fingers, her mouth still full of crackling. “Best pork crackling, e-v-e-r.”

      They giggled and chomped away. Margarete wondered if this was what it was like to have sisters.

      An alluring male voice rang out from behind them. “Um…excuse me.”

      She spun. Her eyes widened, and her stomach dropped as she stopped, frozen, face to face with McDreamy himself.

      Oh my gosh. How embarrassing. You would have to come in at the exact moment I take a break and my mouth is stuffed full. Definitely not my best look.

      Margarete smiled and slowly chomped her crackle, but it didn’t stop her insides fighting against every piece she swallowed. She cleared her throat. “Sorry. Cook’s prerogative to taste the food before it leaves the kitchen. Can I help you?”

      He smiled, and her heart melted, but then again it did that every time she watched an episode of Grey’s Anatomy. He edged his way into the kitchen and was standing in front of her in seconds. He extended his hand. “Logan Hunter.”

      Margarete’s gaze dropped to his hand, hanging in mid-air. She slid hers in his, and he squeezed. Shock waves bolted up her arm, and she held on. “Margarete Becker.” She paused as they shook, before asking again. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I was just confirming that there were no nuts in the food tonight. I’m highly allergic. I was told it was all nut-free, and since everything was prepared so beautifully this evening, I thought I’d come in and ask the chef herself.”

      Margarete swallowed the knot in her throat and nodded. “Of course. All my food is nut-free, Mr Hunter.”

      “Call me, Logan.”

      Savannah poked her head out from behind the cool room door. “Margarete, are you sure there is sour cream in here? I can’t seem to find it anywhere.”

      “Try the back cool room outside,” she said without moving her eyes from the gorgeous man in front of her.

      He smiled, and Margarete’s insides did a double flip. “That’s great to know. I guess I should let you get back to work. Nice to meet you, Margarete Becker.” He turned and left, leaving her wondering if the heat rising in her body was caused by the ovens in the kitchen or the sexy McDreamy look-alike.

      She turned her gaze back to the girls, and they stood, arms folded, inquisitive gazes strewn across their faces.

      “That guy is seriously into you, Margarete. Did you see the way his eyes stuck to you and only you?” Charlotte said as she popped another piece of crackle into her mouth.

      Into me? As if.

      “Pfft, don’t be ridiculous.” Break over. Margarete brushed Charlotte’s comment aside and refocused, her heart sinking a little. She was in Ashton Point to re-establish her career, not to let men get in her way. “He was just checking if there were any nuts in the food.”

      “Yeah, he did that already. Why come in here, specifically, and ask again if he already knew?” Clair asked. “To meet you, that’s why.”

      Charlotte let out an excited squeal. “Let me help you. I am the best matchmaker. I will have him eating out of your hand in no time.”

      Mortification hit Margarete square in the chest. It was as if she’d been transported back to high school. “No. Absolutely not. Promise me you won’t, Charlotte.”

      Margarete let out a giggle at Charlotte’s playful pout. “But–” The electric chit-chat in the kitchen was shattered by a chilling, high-pitched scream.

      “Was that Savannah?” Margarete asked as she bolted toward the back cool room. Charlotte and Clair were not far behind. Her heart plummeted, and she stopped dead when she came face to face with a shaken, pale-faced Savannah against the outside wall of the cool room. Margarete’s pulse raced, and her stomach was turning a hundred miles an hour.

      What is going on?

      “Savannah, what’s wrong? What happened?” Margarete asked, fear scampering up her spine. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      A shallow whimper escaped her lips. “I… I…”

      “You what?” Charlotte asked. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      By now, everyone in the kitchen had crowded into the tiny alcove that housed the outer cool room. They were waiting for the result of the commotion.

      Savannah opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out for several seconds. Her jaw opened and closed like a silent toy chatterbox. “It’s awful. I… I… I…it’s… Oh, my God.” Her voice faded out, and she held her shaky hand out. She pointed toward the entrance of the cool room.

      Margarete held her breath. She edged herself toward the cool room door, her gut cramping at what she might find. She pictured a wild boar devouring the contents, or worse, dead or poisoned, with its innards splattered all over the inside of the cool room.

      Margarete pushed the door open and stepped inside. Her startled gaze fell to the floor. She gasped, and her hand flew to her mouth to stifle bile that had rushed from her stomach to her oesophagus. No, no, no.

      She shook her head, and her jaw dropped open. She’d never seen a dead body, let alone that of someone she knew. “Pierre?” All the air rushed from her lungs as if she’d been punched in the chest. Her knees turned to jelly, and her pulse began hammering the side of her temple. Pierre’s body lay distorted on the cool room floor, surrounded by squashed and flattened red velvet cupcakes. A knife jutted from his back.

      Savannah gasped behind her, her breath skimming the back of Margarete’s neck. “It’s really him, isn’t it? He’s really dead.”

      Charlotte nodded. “Yes, it’s Pierre.”

      Clair groaned. “And unless you can stab yourself in the back, someone helped him. As in murder.”

      Charlotte, Margarete and Savannah gasped. Then they spoke in unison. “Murder.” Muffled mutterings blended behind them like white noise.

      “Wait… Margarete, isn’t that your chef’s knife sticking out of his back?” Savannah asked in a shocked whisper.

      Margarete’s heart pummelled her ribcage. Her skin flushed as heat consumed her body. “Yes, it is.” She turned to face a gang of inquisitive eyes. “But I didn’t put it there, I swear.”
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      CLAIR PLACED HER hand on Margaret’s shoulder. “Well, of course you didn’t put it there, but someone did.”

      Margarete grabbed her stomach. Nausea bellowed deep in her belly at the sight of Pierre’s stiff body. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Margarete almost jumped out of her skin as Charlotte placed her arm around her shoulders. “It’s going to be okay. Why don’t you take a seat for a moment?”

      A seat? I think I’m going to need more than a seat. Margarete thought, her legs swaying as she teetered toward the chair by the exit door.

      Charlotte turned to Clair. “I think now might be a good time to see if Kayne is available.” Kayne Pendleton was Ashton Point’s newest policeman. Clair had been so thrilled for her best friend, Alexandra, when Kayne had helped her out of a dangerous situation last Christmas and stolen her heart in the process. A murder would definitely be a buzzkill for his evening.

      A haze washed over Margarete, and Clair’s sweet voice now seemed a hundred miles away. “Yes, of course. I’ll be right back.” She turned toward the door. “Everyone, until I get back, can you all, please stay here and keep the situation well…um…within the kitchen? If I’ve learned anything in this town, it’s how quickly rumours can start.”

      The blood drained from Margarete’s face. “Rumours? Great, that’s all I need. For everyone in this town to think I’m a murderer. Just because it’s my knife sticking out of his back doesn’t mean I put it there.”

      “No-one believes that for one minute.” Savannah piped up. “I can’t believe someone could do that to poor Pierre. He was here earlier this evening, and now he’s…”

      How could this perfect evening turn so horribly wrong so quickly? Searing pain bombarded Margarete’s forehead, and she squeezed her eyes shut. She dropped her head into her hands and rubbed her temples, desperately trying to ignore the hurried, muffled, patter of shoes around her. “This isn’t happening. This isn’t real.”

      “Oh, it’s real, I’m afraid.” Kayne’s stern tone broke her stupor as he exited from the direction of the cool room. His gaze found hers. “I don’t suppose you know what happened here this evening?”

      Tears threatened to break through the barrier Margarete fought hard to maintain. She shook her head. “No, I have no idea. He came in earlier because the council had burst a pipe out the back of CC’s Simply Cupcakes and had to shut the water mains down to fix it. Which meant he couldn’t finish his cupcakes there.”

      Charlotte and Clair gasped in unison. “What? Really?” Clair said, surprise lacing her words.

      Charlotte grunted. “Nice of the council to let us know since we’re the owners of CC’s Simply Cupcakes.”

      “I thought you knew. I assumed Pierre would’ve told you.”

      Clair shook her head. “No.”

      Kayne cleared his throat, pulling his phone from his jacket pocket. “It doesn’t really matter now. We have bigger fish to fry, like finding a murderer hidden among seventy guests and workers before they all disappear into the darkened night.”

      Margarete’s chest tightened under the weight of his words. If the guest disappeared, the real murderer would get away with it, leaving her holding the bag. Kayne paced the kitchen as he chatted on the phone. “Darn it,” he said, ending his call.

      “What’s wrong,” Charlotte asked.

      “I was hoping to get Clint before he left for the weekend on a training course, but no luck, I’m afraid. Looks like it’s going to come down to Robert and myself to solve this one. He’s on his way.” He turned toward the two red-headed women as they stood on either side of Margarete. “Will one of you ladies please go and see if Mason and Liam are around? I have a feeling we may need their help.”

      Clair nodded, spinning on her heel, her red locks swishing as she went.

      Kayne grabbed a notebook from his inside jacket pocket. “I’m sorry this has spoiled your parent’s anniversary celebrations.”

      “It doesn’t have to,” Charlotte said, her eyes pleaded with him for understanding. “We can keep the party going. No-one really needs to know what’s going on in here. You can do your police thing, and we’ll make sure the guests have enough food to keep them occupied.”

      “You know I can’t do that, Charlotte.” Kayne stood his ground against Charlotte’s intimidating stance.

      Kayne sighed, and Margarete sensed his unease. The tension between them could have been sliced with a knife—if the thought weren’t so ironic in her current predicament. Margarete hadn’t even realised Antony was still there until she caught his movement out of the corner of her eye.

      “I have an idea, if anyone is interested.”

      Breaking the stand-off, Kayne said in his firm policeman’s voice, his gaze now fully averted to Antony. “I’m listening.”

      “Why don’t you bring the speeches forward? That way, everyone will be sitting down, focused on the McCorrsons, and the real reason we are all gathered here tonight. Then, if you have to speak to everyone, you can do it then. You’ll have their attention, and if we’re lucky, the murderer might even make a run for it. You know, like in the movies.”

      Silence filled the air, and Margarete’s pulse raced while she waited for Kayne to respond. The longer he stayed silent, the more the tension within the room skyrocketed. A resounding bang flooded the kitchen as the door flew open, crashing into the counter behind.

      “Oops, sorry about that,” Liam said with a chuckle. “Sometimes, my strength amazes even me.”

      Margarete thought her heart had exploded in her ribcage from fright. Flanking Liam were Mason and Cassidy, with Clair not far behind.

      Charlotte’s hand grabbed her heart. “Seriously. You sure know how to make an entrance, sweetie.”

      “What’s going on?” Cassidy asked, thrusting her hands onto her hips, her gaze shooting from one person to another. “I know when my sister is trying to keep a secret from me, and Clair was doing the worst job ever. So, spill.”

      Cassidy was the youngest of the three McCorrson sisters, but just as talented. Instead of following her sisters into the baking profession, she’d preferred to walk in the footsteps of their mother and become an award-winning interior designer. A highly sought after one at that.

      “Um, we have a situation,” Kayne said.

      “A situation?” Savannah huffed. “Is that what we’re calling murder now?”

      “Murder!” Liam blurted out.

      “What?” Mason looked from Kayne to Clair and back again. “Who’s been murdered?”

      Kayne held his hands up in a calming manner. “Now, everyone, take it easy. Getting hysterical will not help. It’s not like this is the first murder in Ashton Point.”

      “The first one in three months,” snapped Charlotte.

      “Does someone want to explain what’s going on?” Cassidy asked once more. Her demanding tone sliced Margarete’s heart.

      “It’s Pierre. Someone stabbed him in the back… Literally,” Antony said, his words impaled with a thin layer of disbelief.

      Margarete couldn’t handle their questioning stares any longer. She wanted the floor to open up and swallow her whole. “With my chef’s knife and then left him on the floor in the outer cool room.”

      Cassidy’s jaw dropped open, but Kayne took the floor. “Now that everyone is up to speed, this is how it’s going to play out. I’m going to need statements from everyone in this room. So I’ll need each of you to ensure you speak to me or Robert before you leave the premises this evening. I am conscious of time and keeping the murderer in the building. Ladies, can you convince your parents to start the speeches early, as in now?” All three shrugged and nodded at different intervals. “Okay, if you keep everyone focused on the happy couple, I’ll stay here and begin taking statements until Robert arrives. I’ve secured the body as much as I can. Robert can take over and advise the coroner. The rest of us can join you later, and after the speeches have concluded, I’ll make an announcement advising every one of the situation.”

      Savannah rolled her eyes. “There’s that word again, ‘situation.’”

      Please, Savannah, don’t make it any worse.

      “As I said, I’ll advise everyone of the situation. Liam and Mason, I want you to watch the exits. Just in case anyone decides to make a quick departure. Clear?”

      “Stop anyone looking guilty from running from the room. Got it,” Liam said, giving a thumbs-up signal in Kayne’s direction.
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        * * *

      

      Logan scanned the room once more, tapping his fingernails impatiently on the crisp, white linen tablecloth. Where are you, Margarete Becker? Surely you need to come out and see how the food table is faring.

      The drive from Sydney to Ashton Point had been uneventful, just as he thought the evening would be. Hob-knobbing with his stepmother’s society friends was hardly his idea of the perfect Saturday evening. Logan preferred a quiet night in with a great movie and a tub of caramel-buttered popcorn. He was pleasantly surprised to find the friendly people of Ashton Point welcomed him with open arms. One, in particular, had caught his attention.

      His interest was piqued the moment he laid eyes on the pretty, petite chef. After all, any brunette with hair styled like she should be glamming it in the 1940s had to be interesting. Right?

      Maybe she didn’t like strangers in her kitchen. He leaned in close to his stepmother and whispered, “Thank you for convincing me to stay the night in Ashton Point.”

      Elaine pulled back, her eyebrows raised. “Excuse me? After all the grumbling I had to endure last night about how boring the weekend would be?”

      “Yeah, I guess I owe you an apology.” Regret simmered deep in his belly. “I suppose I was just upset with Dad for jet-setting off on another work job at such short notice and leaving you in the lurch. Forgive me?” He gave her the cutest puppy-dog eyes he could muster.
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in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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