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We are sisters, a beautiful mosaic united by the love of God through the blood of Christ.

Each month The Mosaic Collection releases one or more faith-based novels or anthologies exploring our theme, Family by His Design, and sharing stories that feature diverse, God-designed families. Stories range from mystery and women’s fiction to comedic and literary fiction. We hope you’ll join our Mosaic family as we explore together what truly defines a family.

If you’re like us, loneliness and suffering have touched your life in ways you never imagined; but Dear One, while you may feel alone in your suffering—whatever it is—you are never alone!

Learn more about The Mosaic Collection at

www.mosaiccollectionbooks.com

Join our Reader Community, too!

www.facebook.com/groups/TheMosaicCollection
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Dedication

To my husband and children. You know why.

 


About This Book

He hid the truth to spare her heart, even as it broke his.

Five years ago, Bethany lost her husband, a world-famous actor, in a freak accident. Moving back to her small Norwegian hometown, she built a quiet life away from the relentless glare of fame. But her peace shatters when a vengeful co-star threatens to release a tell-all book designed to destroy her late husband’s reputation.

Determined to defend his legacy, Bethany sets out to write her own biography celebrating his life. To do it, she needs childhood memories and family stories — which means asking for help from the one man she swore she’d never turn to: his brother, Lukas.

Lukas knew his brother never deserved Bethany. But watching her marry him anyway left Lukas trapped between guilt, heartbreak, and secrets he couldn’t share. The only way to protect his own heart — and hide his attraction — was to treat Bethany with cold indifference and let her believe he despised her.

Now, Bethany’s plea for help forces them together, and Lukas faces an impossible choice: reveal the painful truths he’s hidden and risk shattering her world, or keep his silence and lose the chance to finally show her how deeply he’s always cared.

When love, loyalty, and long-buried secrets collide, will they find healing in the storm — or be swept apart forever?

Within the Storm is Book 3 in the Seasons of Faith Christian romance series: five longtime friends, one small Norwegian town, and a reminder that God’s timing is always perfect — even when love arrives later in life.


Chapter One

WHAT WAS IT ABOUT webcams? Bethany Meland angled her laptop screen so her nose wouldn't resemble a bulbous alien growth on her scheduled video call.

She combed her fingers through her dark brown bangs. Few people knew she wore a full wig, but it was a must unless she wanted to expose her bald head to the world. To hide her advanced androgenetic alopecia, she’d gone for a pixie cut with her new made to measure hair piece. She was still getting used to the way the cropped style accentuated her bone structure.

At least her skin looked good on camera. Her ochre complexion, still dewy in her early forties, was the one feature of which she was proud.

Around her, the newsroom of the Berghaven Post was deserted, as it always was on Tuesday mornings. Today’s edition of the bi-weekly paper was out, delivered to the doorsteps and corner stores of Berghaven. All around the coastal town in the far north of Norway, people were taking in their paper to enjoy with their morning coffee. 

It was the perfect time for Bethany to have an important professional conversation that had nothing to do with her day job.

The call came through at half past seven on the dot, and Pernille Johansen’s face filled Bethany’s laptop screen.

The editor with Forest House Publishing wasn’t smiling, but she rarely did. “Good morning, Bethany. Thanks for making the time to talk to me.”

“Not a problem at all,” Bethany said. As if she’d not move heaven and earth to schedule this call.

Forest House was publishing her biography of her late husband, Espen. She’d started writing it as a way to work through her grief over his unexpected death five years ago and had been stunned when it became the subject of a bidding war between three major publishing companies.

Espen Meland was one of Norway’s most famous actors and his life had been cut short just as the world was recognizing his extraordinary talent. Bethany wanted her book to cement his legacy.

Forest House had held onto the manuscript for several months. Hopefully the feedback was good.

Pernille adjusted her half-moon glasses. “Before we get into the notes on your book, I have some news.”

Bethany held her breath. Pernille’s face was impossible to read at the best of times, but through a screen it was impossible to tell what was coming.

Pernille cleared her throat. “Have you heard about Craig Carstone?”

The name rang a bell. A deep, ominous toll. “He’s a celebrity biographer, isn’t he?”

“Yes. They call him The Undertaker because he buries people’s reputations. We have it on good authority that he’s working on a biography of your late husband, and his chief source is Annika Elberg.”

The tolling bell in Bethany’s head took on the tone of a death knell. Annika Elberg was the leggy blond actress who’d played alongside Espen in two of his most successful movies. She’d been present at the boating accident which killed him. Fans and the media hailed him as a hero for saving the lives of Annika and two other passengers, although scandal sheets questioned the nature of his relationship with her.

Bethany never paid attention to the kind of muck raked up by bottom feeder gossip sites. As the wife of a celebrity, she’d soon learned that ignoring the gutter press was the best way to hang on to her sanity. But she couldn’t overlook a book by a well-known author.

“Let me guess,” she said. “You don’t think it’s going to be positive?”

Pernille’s mouth curved upward, but her smile held no humor. “Judging from his past work, he’s probably not nominating your husband for any accolades. The word from upstairs is they want to make sure your book comes out before Carstone’s. We suspect his will be published in November. So, yours has to come out in October at the latest. We’re bringing your publication date forward.”

Bethany’s chest felt like a buffalo stampede. She inhaled slowly. “Okay. That should be fine, right, since the manuscript is complete?”

“That brings me to my next point.” Pernille brushed a strand of pale blond hair behind her ear. “There are some issues with your manuscript as it stands.”

The buffaloes thundered louder. “What issues?”

“Carstone has made a name for himself with controversial biographies. So, we think your book will need to be more than a sentimental memoir. We want it to have a harder edge to it.”

“You think my book is a sentimental memoir?” Heat crept up her neck. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

Pernille raised her hand. “Hear me out. Your manuscript is great, and we all love it. But it’s a bit too rosy a picture of Espen’s life. We want more shades of gray if it’s to have credibility. Especially when it sits on the shelf alongside Carstone’s book.”

Bethany pressed her lips tightly together. It sounded as though they wanted her to sling some mud on Espen’s name. She forced herself to take three breaths before she spoke. “Okay. How am I supposed to make the book less rosy?”

“I know this is hard to take, Bethany. Believe me. One of the great things about your book is how you’re not just a good writer but Espen’s widow. You can bring something really special, which is why the guys upstairs were so keen on the story you have to tell.”

Were. In the past tense. They “were keen.” Did that mean they weren’t anymore?

“Think of it from their point of view,” Pernille said. “They’re thinking about potential movie options from this book, which is a real possibility. Who do you think Hollywood would approach for source material for an Espen Meland biopic? I’d love it to be your book and not Carstone’s. But Hollywood likes life stories with a bit of grit. We’d love to reach readers beyond Espen’s fan base.”

Bethany knew she needed to force herself to think clinically about this book. She had to consider it as a publisher and not like a widow writing about the love of her life, whom she’d lost. She bit down on her lip.

Pernille leaned forward. “I’m being frank with you because I want to make sure this book gets published. The guys upstairs are wondering whether you’re not too close to this project. So, I have to ask you. Can you do it? Can you make the changes we need?”

Bethany sighed. “Okay. What kinds of changes do they want?”

“It’s all in the notes I’m going to send you. But for one thing, your manuscript is a bit thin on what Espen’s life was like before he was a movie star. We’d love more on how he got his start. What was his childhood like? Who was Espen Meland the boy, the man, before he became Espen Meland, the A-list actor? You’re uniquely placed to tell that part of his story. Carstone can’t do that. And don’t be afraid to make the narrative more nuanced. No one gets to Espen’s level of success without stepping on a few toes, or without being a driven, maybe even obsessive person. We’d love to see more of that side of things, if it’s there.”

The key word was if. “And what will happen if I can’t find any gritty stuff on him?”

Pernille stared over the rims of her glasses. “Try. Try hard. I’ll be frank with you, Bethany. I’ve seen projects pulled when they were already well down the pipeline for publication. If the guys upstairs think the manuscript can’t compete with Carstone’s, they’ll shelve it. Perhaps permanently. And right now, there are serious questions.”

Bethany clenched her fists in her lap. So, because of a guy who made his living trashing the reputation of people more successful than himself, she had to go looking for dirt on her husband. But what choice did she have? Pernille was a straight shooter. She’d never have told Bethany all this if it weren’t true.

Bethany gritted her teeth. “Okay. I’ll do everything I can.”

“Excellent. I’ll send you my notes. Do you think you could deliver a revised manuscript within the next two months?”

“Just two months? That’ll be tight.”

“I know,” Pernille said. “But it has to be if we’re to get it out in English and Norwegian and produce the audiobook for release alongside the hardbacks. So, will you do it?”

Bethany did a mental run through her commitments. To deliver the level of revisions Pernille wanted, she’d have to cancel her plans for the summer. If she didn’t do it, Carstone’s hatchet job would come out before her book. There was no other option. She had to meet that deadline. Somehow.

Sending a silent SOS heavenward, she looked into her web cam. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

 


Chapter Two

THE SECOND THE CLOCK hit two that afternoon, Bethany called her best friend and sister-in-law Lisa.

Lisa’s husband Kai, a successful thriller author, was a guest lecturer at a semester-long creative writing course in Missouri, and he’d taken his family with him. It was seven in the morning there, so Lisa would surely be up by now feeding their six-month-old baby.

Lisa answered within seconds, an early morning rasp in her voice. “Hey, Bethany. Is there anything wrong? Is it Eline?”

Bethany smiled into the phone. Lisa’s thoughts always flew to her eldest child, even though Eline was now a grown woman settled into a happy marriage of her own. “Eline is all right, as far as I know. Everyone’s okay.”

“Good.” Lisa let out a puff of air. “Then why on earth are you calling me at this hour?”

“I’m sorry; did I wake you up?”

“No, I was already awake. I just finished settling Bella down. So, what’s going on?”

“I wouldn’t have bothered you out of the blue with an early morning call unless it was important. It’s about the book I’m writing about Espen.”

“What about it?”

Bethany filled her in on what the editor had said, finishing with, “I need more background material on Espen from the time before I met him. Childhood things and information about when he was just getting into acting. I thought maybe Kai could help?”

“I’ll ask him for you,” Lisa said. “Give me a second. I think I heard him getting up.”

Kai yawned on the other side of the phone. “Hey, Beth. Lisa says you need info about Espen?”

“Hi. Yes, I do. My publisher is asking for more information and anecdotes from his early life, so I need to interview people who knew him. You, for example. You could tell me things about what he was like as a child, your home life, the environment you all grew up in. And some photos from back then would really help, too.”

“I can tell you some things, of course, but I’m not sure I’m the best person to talk to. Espen and I weren’t that close, and I was wrapped up with my own friends and extra-curricular stuff.” Kai paused for a moment. “Your best bet would be to talk to Lukas. He’s older, so he would remember things about our home growing up that I’ve either forgotten or that passed over my head.”

Bethany winced. She’d been afraid Kai would suggest she speak to his eldest brother Lukas.

“He and Espen were very close when we were younger,” Kai said. “I was the third wheel. The two of them used to hang out with the same drama and theater crowd. He could tell you a lot more about how Espen got his early break and who his friends were. And if there are any family photos, he’s got those, too. I think he has all of Mama’s stuff, and that would include albums and keepsakes and those sorts of things.”

Bethany stifled a sigh. “That’s really helpful. Thanks. I’d still like to talk through anything you remember, though. I know you’ve probably got to get ready for work, but maybe we could set up a time?”

“Of course. Saturday mornings would be best. Any time from, say, nine o’clock over here. That would be, what, four Norwegian time?”

“Sounds good. I’ll call this weekend.”

“Good stuff. Do you still need to talk to Lisa? I’ll hand the phone over.”

Lisa came back on the line. “Sounds like Kai’s pointed you in the right direction.”

“Yes.” Bethany kept her voice neutral. “He thinks Lukas is the best person to talk to.”

“That makes sense.”

“On paper. But do you think he’ll talk to me?”

“Why wouldn’t he?” Lisa asked.

Bethany hesitated, unsure how to put her thoughts into words. “I don’t know. He just seems to clam up whenever I enter the room, although he doesn’t have any trouble talking to other people. And…”

“And what?” Lisa asked, filling in the silence after Bethany’s sentence trailed off.

“No, nothing, really. That was a long time ago.” Bethany shook her head.

“What? Now you’ve really got me curious.”

Bethany sighed. “Espen told me Lukas refused to be his best man. He said Lukas didn’t want him to marry me.”

“What?” The shock in Lisa’s voice carried across an ocean and into Bethany’s ear. “Are you sure about that?”

“It’s what Espen said. So, along with that and the way he just acts so reserved around me, I’m not all that comfortable asking him to do me a favor like this.”

“Wow. That’s news to me. Would you like me or Kai to talk to him so at least you can get the stuff you need for your book?”

Bethany hesitated. The idea was tempting. Get Kai to ask Lukas for contacts she could approach for background material on Espen. But, no, she needed to act like a grown woman. “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’d better speak to him myself. I don’t want things to be more awkward than they need to be.”

“Okay, if you’re sure. But for the record, whatever Espen said, I’d have sworn that Lukas—” An infant wailed in the background. “Oh dear, sounds like Bella’s up again. I’ve got to go.”

“I won’t keep you,” Bethany said. “Thanks so much for your help, and sorry for rousting you out of bed.”

Lisa laughed. “No problem. Speak to you soon.”

Bethany ended the call and put the phone on her desk. Whatever she felt about Lukas, he was the best shot she had at getting the material she needed to revise her manuscript. She checked the time. It was almost three. Should she call and make an appointment? No, that would just drag out the discomfort and anxiety even longer.

 She grabbed her purse and stood. Things were still quiet in the newsroom, and no one would miss her if she slipped out for an hour. She’d better talk to Lukas and get it over with. Then if he turned her down, she’d know straight away and formulate Plan B.

 


Chapter Three

LUKAS MELAND STARED AT his PA, Greta, and didn’t like what he saw in her face. It was bad enough that his body was failing him. He didn’t want to be the object of anyone’s pity.

A crease deepened between her eyebrows and she smoothed the gray hair in her sleek bun. “I meant it, Lukas. I can postpone my relocation for a few weeks. Just until you get over this hump.”
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