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Welcome to the Mosaic Collection

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 my children, God’s biggest blessings to me.


About this Book

He’s taking over her cat. She won’t let him invade her heart.

When her boss crosses a line, Johanna Strand quits her job to chase her dream of becoming a social media chef. But turning a hobby into a career is harder than she imagined — especially when the only business coach available in her small Norwegian town is her infuriating neighbor… who also happens to be luring her cat away.

Gunnar Rikardson would love to avoid Johanna entirely. Her accusing glares over the cat — which definitely comes over by choice — are bad enough. But when a mutual friend begs him to take her on as a client, he reluctantly agrees.

Working together is prickly at first, but sparks start flying where neither expected them. Gunnar is still carrying the fallout from a past relationship that nearly destroyed him, and Johanna is terrified of falling for another man who might not want her back.

Both are wounded. Both are stubborn. And both might be risking everything for the chance to heal — and maybe, finally, to love again.

Amid the Ashes is Book 4 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 in unexpected ways.

 


Chapter 1

“YOU WANT TO come over right now?” Johanna Strand pressed her phone to her ear, her pulse kicking into high gear as she stood at the doorway of her house.

“If you’re not busy.”

The smooth-as-melted-chocolate baritone on the other end of the phone line belonged to Anton Einarson, the son of her biggest real estate client. “We finally found the missing key to that outbuilding. I wanted to hand it over to you personally, but I’m sitting outside your Havdal office and looking at the closed sign,” he said. “So, I need to bring the key to you.”

Johanna bit her lip, her stomach doing cartwheels. Of course she’d love to have Anton over. He was attractive and unattached, and she knew her radar wasn’t off about the flirtatious vibes he gave off while they worked together. But she was on her way out to meet two of her friends, who were waiting for her to teach them how to make her signature meatball casserole.

Anton’s voice slid into her ear. “If you’re unavailable, that’s fine. I can get you the key some other way, although I know my father wanted the buyer to have it on handover. Plus, I want to put it into your hands myself.”

Johanna glanced at the bag of groceries at her feet, her breath quickening. Bethany and Reidun would understand. Being north of forty-five, it was getting harder and harder to meet unattached men who were also gainfully employed, free of bad habits, and reasonably attractive. Plus, of course, she had an obligation to her client. Right? “Sure, I’m free,” she said.

“Excellent.” The rumble in his voice made her skin tingle. “You said you live near the Berghaven harbor, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Text me your address, and I’ll see you soon.”

She ended the call as her gaze flew over her living room. It should take him about thirty minutes to drive around the fjord from Havdal to Berghaven. Although her robot vacuum kept the floor presentable, the layer of dust she’d been ignoring sprang out in front of her, along with the smudges on her windows. And the bathroom needed cleaning. But half an hour should be enough.

She opened her messaging app and texted her address to Anton.

As soon as he replied with a thumbs up, she stepped toward the kitchen. Her foot brushed against the shopping bags. Oh no, Reidun and Bethany were expecting her right now. She really ought to call to cancel, but explaining would take too long and the minutes were ticking away until Anton got here.

Opening her text app again, she added Reidun and Bethany’s numbers to a group message.

Really sorry, but something urgent has come up with a client, and I can’t make it today. Can we reschedule? Promise to make it up to you.

Reidun was the first to reply, pinging back in seconds.

Seriously? Your boss better be paying you well. I’ll accept your apology only in cupcake form.

Smiling, Johanna picked up the grocery bag and headed to the kitchen. As she set the bag on the floor, her phone buzzed again with Bethany’s understanding reply. She had the world’s best friends. She knew they’d be okay with her pulling out at the last minute.

There was no time to unpack the grocery bag properly. Not if she was going to make her house presentable.

She grabbed a duster and attacked the coffee table in her living room.

Cleo, her tortoiseshell Norwegian Forest cat, wound herself around Johanna’s ankles.

“No time to give you cuddles now, sweetheart,” Johanna said. “Company’s coming.”

She whipped through the house like a whirlwind, flicking away dust and shoving books and papers behind cabinet doors. She cringed as sweat broke out on her forehead. With less than twenty minutes to go until Anton came, she didn’t have time for a shower. And the windows needed a spot clean.

Johanna glanced around the room. Perhaps she’d done too much. She didn’t want it to look too pristine, because Anton might suspect she’d had to tidy up for his visit. It should look as though she kept a reasonably clean home without having to make any special effort when a guest just happened to drop in. She should mess it up just a tiny bit.

She went to her bookshelf and retrieved the newspaper and book she’d just tidied away, putting them back on the coffee table. Hm, maybe not that paperback romance novel. She picked up the book again, glancing at the couple embracing on its cover. That looked rather lowbrow. Didn’t she have a literary tome somewhere?

She replaced Her Duke’s Forbidden Secret with a beautifully bound hardcover edition of Knut Hamsun’s Under the Autumn Star. Much better.

Her hand flew up to her head. She’d had a hair appointment a couple of days ago, so her short, dark curls should be okay. But should she change her clothes? Maybe a pair of designer jeans instead of these jogging pants. And if she wore jeans, this T-shirt would have to go, too.

Cleo’s green-eyed stare met her when she came back into the living room wearing a different outfit. The cat sat on the purple armchair she’d claimed as her own, her fan-like tail curled around her body.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Johanna said. “There’s nothing wrong with putting my best foot forward.”

The doorbell chimed, and Cleo weaved between Johanna’s feet as they walked down the hallway.

Anton grinned as Johanna opened the door, his gaze sweeping over her from head to foot and back again.

Her cheeks warmed. Changing her clothes had been a good call. These jeans, bought as a treat to mark a ten-pound weight loss, showed off her trimmed-down physique.

Anton, as usual, was impeccably dressed, his crisp blue shirt setting off his slate gray eyes. “Thanks for letting me stop by. Ooh, what a big cat. Has someone been overindulging in the kitty treats?”

“She’s not fat,” Johanna said. “She’s a Norwegian Forest cat. They’re naturally big, and their fur is very fluffy.”

“It does look really soft.” Anton stooped to touch Cleo’s head.

The cat hissed, swiping at his hand with fully extended claws.

Anton leaped back, swearing as Cleo darted past him and out the door.

Heat flooded Johanna’s face. “I’m so sorry.” She should have warned him not to pet the cat. Cleo often took a sudden dislike to people, especially men. She’d hated every guy Johanna ever dated. “Did she hurt you?”

He examined his hand. Its smooth skin was unbroken. “No, thankfully not.”

“Please come in.”

He walked past her and into the living room. “Thanks for seeing me. I admit I’m curious about what the home of a hot-shot realtor like you looks like.”

“Hot-shot? You flatter me.”

“It’s the truth.” He turned to face her. “Friholmen was languishing on the market for almost two years before you took over our portfolio. My father was very impressed by how quickly you sold it. Between you and me, he thinks you’re going places.”

He winked, and her stomach fluttered. His father liked her work? “That’s very kind of him. But I can’t take all the credit. The property sold itself once those updates were in place.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Johanna. I like a woman with a bit of ambition.” His gaze met hers, jolting her heart rate. “You suggested all the changes. You’re far more than an average realtor. There’s something really special about you. That’s partly why I came by today, besides handing over the missing keys, of course.”

Her knees suddenly weak, she sank onto the closest armchair, then mentally kicked herself for forgetting to offer him a seat. Was he going to ask her on a proper date?

Smiling, he lowered himself onto a chair opposite her. “You went above and beyond, and it shows. First things first. Here’s the key.”

He pulled an envelope out of his pocket, his fingers brushing hers as he handed it over. “My father insists that we offer your agency a quick sale bonus, and he told your boss that a major chunk of it should be yours.”

Anton grinned, clearly waiting for a response.

Her heart sank. She’d been waiting for something else. Like an invitation on a date, a question about whether now that they were no longer working together, he’d like to explore a different side to their relationship. Not a pat on the head for her business skills.

She recovered from her disappointment just as his grin began to falter. “Wow, thank you. I’m very grateful. Please pass my thanks on to your father. Like I said, Friholmen practically sold itself. It was a privilege to work with such a wonderful property.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” He stood, flicking a cat hair off his dark blue pants. “I guess that concludes everything. I’m headed to Bergen on business tomorrow, so this is goodbye.”

She took the hand he offered, his grip surprisingly flabby for someone so tall and muscular. “Thanks. Um, safe journey back.”

“You’re welcome.” He glanced around the living room. “By the way, I like what you’ve done with this place. Down-to-earth, lived-in, shabby chic. Suits you well.”

She trailed behind him as he headed toward the door. Passing the kitchen doorway, she glimpsed the grocery bags with the ingredients for the cooking party she’d canceled. She’d given up an evening with her friends so she could get firmly friend-zoned by Anton. Poetic justice.

She waved him off as he headed toward his Jaguar.

A raindrop splashed onto her cheek, and Johanna scanned her porch and front garden. Where was Cleo? Her heart sank as her gaze fixed upon the house next door. Cleo had better not have gone there again.

Sighing, she headed toward her neighbor’s house.


Chapter 2

GUNNAR RIKARDSON DROPPED his car keys into the bowl next to his front door. 

He rolled his shoulders as he walked into the living room. After a day of back-to-back video conferences with his clients, he was looking forward to his evening run along the harbor. He stood in front of the windows, the main reason he’d chosen this house when he moved to Berghaven last year. He never tired of their view of the fjord.

An overcast sky hung over the water. It threatened rain, but that wouldn’t stop him from keeping his evening ritual.

His cell phone rang, and he checked the display. It was his sister. That run would have to wait. “Hi, Maria.”

“Hi. Is this a good time to talk? I know what you’re like with your schedule.”

Gunnar stepped closer to the window. “You know I’d drop anything to talk with you.”

“You’re sure you can squeeze me in between Bible Study and your five-mile run or whatever you’re doing at four minutes past six?”

“I’m not that bad. This is the second Thursday of the month, so I’ve got nothing scheduled until seventeen minutes to seven.” He chuckled. “Seriously, though, what’s going on?”

“It’s June.”

“Yes. And?”

“I’m going to go ahead with the party for Mamma and Pappa’s anniversary.”

“They’ve decided to have a party?” Gunnar asked. “I thought they were just going to have a quiet weekend at the cabin.”

“Mamma feels relatively well, so they want to do something special. I mean, it’s their fiftieth. That’s huge. I hope you’ll be able to come.”

Gunnar sank into a chair. “Is Stefan going to be there?”

“Yes.”

“Maria—”

“No, wait. I know what you’re going to say. But Mamma and Pappa want all their children at the party. How many people get to celebrate their golden anniversary?”

The room felt stuffy. Gunnar headed to the back door for some fresh air. 

As he slid open the French doors, a walking ball of damp tortoiseshell fur swept past him and into his living room. The cat from next door was back. How long had it been waiting out there in this drizzle?

“Gunnar? Are you still there?”

“Yes, I’m here.” He sighed into the phone. “Have you told Stefan about your plans?”

“He offered to host the party at his place.”

“I see. And did he say anything about me coming?”

The hesitation before she answered spoke volumes. “Um, no. I haven’t actually brought it up with him.”

Gunnar sighed again, his heart sinking like a stone. “You know I’d love us all to be there if it were up to me. But it might be for the best if I don’t attend, especially if Stefan’s hosting it. It’s supposed to be about Mamma and Pappa, and I don’t want to throw a shadow over the event.”

“I get it, believe me. And I didn’t want to bring this up, but Mamma’s been to see the doctor, and the news wasn’t great.” There was a catch in her voice. “Gunnar, they may not have a fifty-first anniversary. She might not even make it until Christmas. It would mean the world to her—to both of them—to have all her children at this celebration, but I know she’s not going to pressure you to come.”

Gunnar’s fist clenched. It was so unfair. Mamma had fought so hard, suffering through her illness and equally painful treatment so patiently. She never asked for much, and he’d do anything for her. But this might be beyond his power to give. Because of his own actions, he wasn’t welcome anywhere near his brother.

“Maybe if I tried to talk to Stefan…” Maria’s voice trailed off.

Gunnar sat down, and the large cat instantly hopped onto his knee, its warm weight making it feel like a super-sized fluffy hot water bottle. He bent forward, touching his forehead to its fur. 

“You shouldn’t have to mediate between Stefan and me,” he said to his sister. “If you push him, it might make things worse. Tell you what—I’ll try to reach out to him.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that you’re trying.”

Gunnar had been trying for almost two years, with no results. But he’d try one more time if it meant giving his parents what they wanted for their anniversary.

He ended the call. The cat pushed its large head under his chin, releasing a rumbling purr as Gunnar stroked its silky coat.

He smiled. “You’re just a big old softy, aren’t you? How’d you know I needed a cuddle?”

The doorbell sounded.

Gunnar sighed. This was the worst time for someone to show up. He wasn’t expecting any guests, and he didn’t feel like talking to anyone after the load of emotional baggage that now sat on his shoulders. Mamma was dying.

He stood up slowly, setting the cat on the ground as the bell rang again. Whoever was there wasn’t in a patient mood.

Gunnar opened the front door. 

His neighbor stood there, her brown eyes flashing, arms folded tightly across her chest.

Before he could get any words out, she pointed behind him. “I see you’ve taken my cat again.”


Chapter 3

WHAT WAS IT with this guy? Johanna had caught him red-handed, and he didn’t even have the sense to look guilty.

Instead, her neighbor stared at her, frowning through his dark-framed glasses. “It was raining and your cat wandered in when I opened the door. I haven’t ‘taken’ it.”

Cleo strolled toward Johanna.

“Were you going to bring her over?”

“It’s only been here for, like, five minutes. Besides, it’s a cat. It goes where it wants.”

Cleo settled onto her haunches, staring back and forth between the two humans.

Johanna took a long breath. “Listen, I’m really grateful for what you did for Cleo when she got hurt. But I’d appreciate it if you’d not encourage her to hang out with you. She’s getting confused about where she lives. She’s an indoor cat, but she’s hardly home anymore. She’s on medication, and it’s really hard to make sure she sticks to the dosage regularly.”

“Hey, I don’t exactly invite it over. It just seems to show up.”

That was something Johanna didn’t understand at all. Cleo was a very anti-social cat. The way she’d hissed and scratched at Anton today was how she normally treated all of Johanna’s male friends. But for whatever weird reason, this crazy cat was besotted with Gunnar, going over to his house at every opportunity.

“You’re not feeding her or anything, right? I already told you about the milk.”

“Yes, and I apologized about that. I didn’t know cats weren’t supposed to have cow’s milk, and that was when it first showed up and was all beaten up and I didn’t know who it belonged to.”

“Well, now you know. Please don’t let her in.”

He crossed his arms. “Perhaps if your place was better secured, it would have less of a chance to get out and run into trouble and people wouldn’t need to rescue it.”

Heat flamed Johanna’s face. “That was a low blow. Animals have accidents.”

He had the good sense to look apologetic. “Sorry. Yes, they do have accidents. And being an animal, if it’s really determined to go somewhere, it will.”

“She—” Johanna emphasized the pronoun—“will learn her boundaries better if you let her know she’s not welcome. I’m not saying squirt her with a water pistol or anything drastic, but please don’t let her in.”

His face flushed a dark pink. “Noted. I’ll make sure to make her feel as unwelcome as possible. You’ve been reunited now, so if that’s all, I have things to do.”

He stepped back and closed the door inches from Johanna’s nose, leaving her groping, too late, for a killer comeback.

“Come on, Cleo. Let’s go home. And you are never to visit that… that man ever again. Do you hear me?”

Cleo cast a disdainful glance at Johanna and strolled back toward home, tail sweeping the air behind her.

Why did everyone around her like Gunnar so much? It wasn’t just Cleo, but her best friends, Bethany and Reidun, Bethany’s husband Lukas, and their whole group of friends. The man was insufferable. He carried himself like a superior, overly starched know-it-all.

Gunnar had moved to Berghaven last year to work with Bethany’s husband. He’d bought the house beside Johanna’s early in the spring. Before Gunnar’s arrival, Cleo had never shown an interest in the garden next door. Now, she loved to sun herself there, even though Gunnar had made no changes to the place.

Cats were strange.

She needed to take measures to ensure Cleo stopped going to Gunnar’s back garden. Perhaps she could build one of those catios to keep the cat confined to her own backyard, but with lots of apparatus so she could get the exercise and stimulation she needed.

It wasn’t as though Cleo got either exercise or stimulation at Gunnar’s place, anyway. All she seemed to do was stretch out on his porch. And from what she’d seen today, it was clear that Cleo wasn’t just doing that anymore. She was also going inside his house.

Gunnar had done her a huge favor, Johanna had to admit, when he’d rushed an injured Cleo off to the vet. They weren’t sure what had happened to her, but Gunnar had found Cleo badly hurt shortly before Easter.

Thankfully, Cleo was micro-chipped. When the vet had contacted Johanna, he told her that the cat would have died if Gunnar hadn’t brought her straight in for emergency treatment.

Since her recovery, Cleo couldn’t seem to stay away from Gunnar’s house. Johanna’s gratitude was wearing thin, though, as Cleo stayed at his place for longer and longer stretches of time. And Gunnar couldn’t seem to understand why Johanna was upset about this. Cleo was her cat, and he had no business confusing the feline.

A catio. That would solve the problem. She’d go online right now and figure out how to install one.


Chapter 4

INSUFFERABLE WOMAN. IT took a huge measure of self-control not to slam the door in Johanna’s face.

Gunnar stalked back into his living room. Any other civilized human being would have been grateful to him after he’d found their cat lying injured and close to death and taken it to the vet. But not Johanna Strand. All she did was look down her nose at him and treat him as though he was the Child Snatcher from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

What was he supposed to do when the cat sat in the rain and stared at him? Leave it outside?

Through his window, he glimpsed Johanna marching back to her front door with the cat in her arms. 

If Johanna thought he was an awful human being for harboring her cat, what would she think if she knew how he’d betrayed his brother?

But he had bigger things to worry about than his neighbor and her petty demands about her cat. 

Mamma was dying. And he needed to honor her wish for her fiftieth wedding anniversary. Somehow, he and his brother needed to be under the same roof for the celebration.

Stefan was completely justified in being furious with him. Gunnar knew he didn’t deserve his brother’s forgiveness, and he couldn’t demand that Stefan be okay with Gunnar being at the anniversary party.

But for their parents’ sake, Gunnar had to try. Especially after what Maria said about Mamma.

He went to his computer and clicked over to LinkedIn. The professional social media site was the only way Gunnar could keep regular tabs on what his brother was doing. Not in a weird stalker way, but so he could assure himself that Stefan was going from strength to strength in his career.
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