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Author’s Note
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Have you ever walked into a place and instantly became ill at ease? Did you ever meet a person and your spirit clashed with his or hers? Was there ever a time when you couldn’t explain it, but you simply knew something bad might happen at any moment—and it did?

The novellas in the Strange Sands Suspense series will follow the adventures of a young lady named Mercedes Ellison, whose family has a long history of unexplainable encounters that many would call “strange.” But then, Christians are peculiar people who should be living supernatural lives.

The stories and people in this series are fictional, but they are steeped in places I’ve been, situations I’ve experienced, and people I interviewed who have had a few of these encounters—encounters they typically keep to themselves. Each story will contain at least one of the events from my interviews. 

I hope you’ll enjoy the Southern Lowcountry ambiance in this series, where moments spent on warm sandy beaches blend with the grains of slipping sand in history’s hourglass. 
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Inspirational suspense.

Supernatural destiny.

Lowcountry ambiance.
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Mercedes Annalee Ellison plans to escape the legacy of her family. Rumors are that their unusual experiences fueled the imaginations of horror writers in England in the 1800s. Whether those rumors are true, it is a well-documented fact that every generation in the Ellison family encounters things that defy a satisfying explanation.
Mercedes chooses what she sees as a boring career as an independent architectural historian on her home turf in the Lowcountry of South Carolina. She expects to spend most of her days researching archives of old documents and filling out mind-numbing paperwork to send through miles of red tape. She dates a young man with what she thinks is a dull future as an attorney. There should be no room in her life for the strange sands that slip relentlessly through the hourglass of time in her family.

But the stunning discovery of a journal and a deed in a hidden panel of an old cedar chest forces Mercedes to face an archenemy with a vendetta against the Ellisons from over a hundred and twenty years earlier. And her job plunges her into tales of passion, cold case crimes, unsolved mysteries, and a hunt for long-lost treasure.

The vendetta has come full circle. As a born-again Christian, Mercedes knows in her head that she lives in a spiritual realm. Now, she must decide in her heart whether she will accept her destiny as both a believer and an Ellison when forced to confront the supernatural in a deadly showdown. 
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Prologue
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I'm not afraid of the devil. The devil can handle me - he's got judo I never heard of. But he can't handle the One to whom I'm joined; he can't handle the One to whom I'm united; he can't handle the One whose nature dwells in my nature.
-A.W. Tozer
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England, on disputed land, in the Year of Our Lord 1900
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Claire Ellison felt the familiar rush of adrenaline that alerted her to a battle being waged. She looked up from the Bible in her lap to the dying flames in the hearth. “What?” she whispered.
She waited for some sort of revelation, direction, or conviction, and sat motionless, silencing the comforting creak of her old rocking chair. Her heart suddenly jumped with anticipation and flooded with confidence. Her hands trembled, not with fear, but with boldness and courage.

The house maid came to the door. “Do you need anything before we tuck the house in for the evening?” She saw Claire’s eyes and kneeled beside the arm of the chair. “Miss Claire, how can I help?”

“You can alert the staff to be watchful. I’m not sure why, but I hope they will humor an old woman.” She smiled and closed the leather volume, handing it to the maid. Then she rose slowly from the rocking chair. “Please go get Varon and be ready for the emergency plan.”

The maid gasped, her eyes like saucers as she rushed to place the old family Bible on the honey-colored wooden top of the side table. But Claire said, “Take it with you, dear. It must leave here with Mercedes.”
Flustered, the maid hugged the leather book close and rushed to say, “Of course, Miss Claire.”
A clamor of horse’s hooves and shouts came from the front courtyard, and then a frantic pounding on the thick doors. The maid moved protectively toward her mistress as the butler appeared to open them. Breathless, they listened as two of the night watch guards reported that a group of riders was on the way. “They ride with an evil purpose,” blurted the eldest guard. “I sent young Tom to race his horse to town for help by the short path. He won’t be back in time!”
Claire gave the house maid a nod that sent her running down the hall, choking on a sob as she cried out for Claire’s granddaughter. Then Claire moved as if she were many years younger, stepping closer to the door to speak to the guard. “You did the best thing. Raise the alarm all over the estate.”
The guard nodded to his companion, who turned to leap from the porch, then he stood with his bulk filling the doorway and sputtered. His eyes pleaded. “You must leave, Miss Claire! Varon is getting the tunnel ready for you and your granddaughter.”
He read her eyes before her lips spoke, and he groaned in dread before he heard her soft voice. “I cannot. It’s time the evil one is confronted and stopped, for he will never leave Mercedes in peace.” 
“May the Lord fight with us,” the guard said gruffly, then spun on his heel to hasten to defenses. It did not seem odd to him that a sudden, rainless thunderstorm rumbled in the distance.
Seventeen-year-old Mercedes Ellison had spent the evening by the fire with her beloved grandmother before retiring to her room to write in her journal and read. But after putting down her pen and picking up a book, she became distracted and restless. The feeling of foreboding made her decide to check around the house for anything unusual before changing into her nightgown.
She nearly jumped at the housemaid’s alarmed call for her. In a flash, she pulled on her shoes, and the door to her bedroom burst open. The flushed maid’s eyes were wild as she rushed into the room, clutching the family Bible. “Miss Mercedes, get your travel case and wrap! We must flee to the escape tunnel! Hurry!”
It was a memorized plan. Her family and the staff rehearsed it and kept prepared for using it, but this time, the maid’s stifled terror told Mercedes this was no drill. “Has my grandmother already gone to meet Varon?” she asked, snatching up the journal on her desk while the maid gathered her bag and cloak.
“She revealed no plans, Miss, only told me to get you there right away, and I won’t fail her. I won’t fail her!” she declared as she pushed Mercedes out the door. “Quick, there’s no time to lose!”
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Horses reigned in, their riders gathering behind their leader. The torches carried by five of the riders created eerie shadows that looked like frenzied demons dancing in the courtyard of the Ellison estate. The leader’s saddle creaked as he shifted to lean forward, giving a boost from his body to amplify his shout. “Ellison, come out!”

A handful of armed men silently appeared from the shadows around the large house and stables, their rifles poised and ready. Soft lights glowed in the windows downstairs, spilling through the double front doors as they were opened. Claire Ellison nodded to her butler to move away from the doors, and she stood there alone, straight, tall, looking years younger and stronger when framed by the romance of lamplight in the foyer.

The leader snarled, “Your son is traveling again, Mrs. Ellison? Carrying on the family name, doing good and fighting the everlasting war against evil?”

He was the only man who laughed, and it was a bitter sound. The figure in the doorway gracefully glided forward onto the porch in the whispers of her long skirt. Thunder made the ground tremble as she took the steps down to the courtyard and stood at the last one, bathed in a pool of moonlight that broke through the stirring clouds. Lightning flashed, revealing every dark corner, electrifying the nerves of the gathered men and horses.

When the lady of the house remained silent, some horses nickered, and men shifted in their saddles. Their leader finally growled, “You know why I’m here. Give me back my land.”
A gust of wind stirred the trees and made the torch flames flicker violently. Men jerked their arms up to hold on to their hats as Claire’s calm voice rang out. “You despised this land when you sold it to someone else, Mr. Lenoir, intending to swindle him. Everyone gathered here is a witness that it went through two owners before my husband received it in payment of a debt. You badgered them all after finding out it was not the wasteland you thought you were cheating them with. You’ve failed in every legal means to take it from us. When we are ready to sell it, you can make an offer, like any buyer.”
“This land has been in my family for years!” boomed Lenoir. His horse balked and he struggled to get it under control. Then he leered at Claire. “If you won’t give it back, I will take it, through my son and your granddaughter, in a scandal that results in unholy matrimony.”
Several of the men in the shadows moved, but they stopped when Claire raised her hand. She stepped forward, and several electrified, lightning-bathed moments revealed the identities of the true adversaries. Gasps filled the courtyard.
Lenoir dismounted and took menacing strides to face Claire, whose chin raised in confidence. He demanded that she sign over the deed to his land. She said the document was not there to sign or to give him.
Enraged now, his roar mingled with crashing thunder. Horses whinnied, but they could not distract their riders from the scene before them. No one questioned if she told the truth, for this woman was not capable of anything less. Lenoir had a pistol pointed at her before the guards stationed in the shadows realized it, but then the shuffle and clicks of their aimed rifles filled the air. Her hand gestured to stay them, but they did not lower their weapons this time. She stood serene as she reminded Lenoir that she had no fear of him, for when she gave her heart to Jesus as a child, she had become a citizen of heaven. She declared it was not too late for him to do the same.
His expression dripped scorn and hatred. He snarled, “Tonight, I’m sending you to the eternal home you cherish so much!”
When the pistol shot rang out, lightning was splitting the heavens. Bright explosions and jarring shadows filled the courtyard. Horses reared, almost throwing their riders, and confusion reigned.

Swiftly, Claire reached into her waistband and drew out a silver dagger. A dark stain spread over the white lace on her dress as she plunged the blade into Lenoir’s heart, crying out, “And I’m sending you to yours!”

Lenoir staggered back in stunned shock, then went to his knees. Claire swayed, remaining on her feet in triumph until he fell on his face. Then she crumpled to the flagstones while the butler ran down the steps to her aid. The last thing she did was to pull her silver dagger from Lenoir’s heart.

A swirling wisp like a vapor rose from Lenoir’s fallen form and hovered above the horsemen. Lenoir’s horse reared, eyes rolling wildly, and raced from the courtyard. The other riders dropped their torches. They fled on their spooked horses with the disembodied demon in pursuit.
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Chapter 1
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Life is a storm. You will bask in the sunlight one moment and be shattered on the rocks the next. What makes you a man is what you do when the storm comes.
-Edmond Dantes, The Count of Monte Cristo

––––––––
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Mercedes Annalee Ellison held her Great-Great Grand Aunt’s fragile journal and a tattered manila envelope, puzzling about whether these items would change her life. Her intuition screamed that they would, and the way they had come into her possession would make any skeptic pause.

She wanted to bolt, to flee what loomed ahead.

Instead, she stood in her bedroom and looked up to meet her mother’s eyes. “Sawyer found these in that old cedar chest?”

“They were behind a secret panel made to fit the lid,” her mother replied. “He had to take it apart to restore the hinges.”

“Dad, I wish you would open them.”

Her dad’s eyes sparkled. “Mercedes, these are yours to discover. You didn’t know about that estate auction when you stopped; the auction personnel had no record of the cedar chest in their inventory; and a neighbor claims an unknown man unloaded it before the auction began. You felt drawn to it, never noticing the tarnished name plate.”

“Grandpa Ellison claims the family lost track of this chest in the chaos of the air raids after Aunt Mercedes died,” her mother added. “You’ve never heard of it, never saw photos of it. What do you believe about how this came into your possession?”

Mercedes hesitated. Unusual, even bizarre, occurrences were a watermark stamped on the Ellison family. This one had interrupted her packing for a few months' stay in a vacation cottage in Bluffton, South Carolina. Distractions were not welcome in her life right now. She had three great jobs lined up over the summer—and a problem with her boyfriend.

“Okay, I’ll open the envelope first. Stay here with me,” she said, putting the journal on the bed beside her yawning suitcase. Mercedes often handled old documents and expected the dry crackling sound as the seal relented to allow her invasion. Gently, she slid some yellowed documents out and studied the first two before looking up to meet the expectant eyes of her parents.

“This is a property deed,” she announced. “I know this isn’t your area of expertise, Dad. You should have an attorney familiar with British law look it over. Grandpa might know who the parties listed in the transaction were. There doesn’t seem to have been any money exchanged because the land was payment of a debt.”
Her father looked stunned as he took the papers from her and examined them. Almost to himself, he muttered, “After all these years...”
“Is this the land outside of London?” her mother asked, raising on her tiptoes to look over his shoulder.

“The survey seems to show that, but this looks unfamiliar, probably completed by a village government official. The date is what I’m guessing from, and my family name. They found some valuable minerals and gold on the land after this transaction, and then a man named Roland Lenoir wanted it back. He murdered Claire Ellison over it, but she had the strength to stab him with a mortal wound, sinking her silver dagger into his heart. She knew he was coming and sent her granddaughter Mercedes away with some friends and staff members. The deed was with her.”

Mercedes solemnly picked up the journal and leafed through it while her parents looked over the sketchy legal documents. In her career as an architectural historian, she dealt with things like property transactions, wills, and other historical information. The people who had lived, died, and left a record of themselves were real. Her parents named her after the woman who left this part of her life behind.

“When I’m finished packing, I’ll look this over and tell you about it.”

––––––––
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Mercedes was ready for an early morning start, loaded with all she needed until she came back home to Charleston to visit. She walked back inside the house with her parents, ready to enjoy dinner with them, her grandparents, and her mother’s sister and husband. Her brother Zeke could not get away from his hospital residency job, so he had called and made her laugh with the hilarious misadventures of doing a shift in the emergency room.
During dinner, her Grandpa Ellison talked about the journal. “When you read it, I’m interested in hearing your ancestor’s account of what exactly happened to Claire Ellison,” he said. “The report from witnesses at the scene, and the evidence found by the law enforcement that came out of town that night, paints an intriguing encounter of a clash between good and evil. A photocopy is in the family vault, if you ever want to read it.”
Mercedes hesitated, and her father said, “Dad, I’m arranging an appointment with an attorney about the deeds and other papers in the envelope from the cedar hope chest. This is only a formality that will easily free up the land to donate or sell it. The trails and equestrian park are ready.”
“It all sounds like a novel!” exclaimed Mercedes’ aunt, and everyone laughed. Looking at her sister, she said, “Josette, I would have had my nose in that journal on the ride home from the shop. And Mercedes, when will that carpenter friend of yours finish work on the chest? Perhaps he’ll find another treasure in it. What’s his name again? Somethin’ about a novel by Mark Twain.”
Mercedes grinned and set down her water glass. “His name is Sawyer. We went to school together. He’s a master at restoration and upcycling things for me and my clients, and he comes across hidden things that get me entangled in more mysteries than I want in my life.”
“Speaking of clients, what’s on your schedule this summer?” her uncle asked.

“I’ll do research and paperwork for a society in Bluffton. I’m renting a place from a family acquaintance, in the historic downtown district. It isn’t far from Savannah, where I’ll work with a couple on a historic property they purchased. They plan to restore it and open as an inn. In July, I’ll be helping a family assess a plantation estate in Charleston that they inherited.”
Her uncle beamed at her, then looked at her father. “She’s going to make it just fine as an independent business, Dawson. Such an interesting career, too.”
She smiled at the compliment and took a dainty bite from her plate. Her uncle had no idea she chose her career because it sounded safe and boring.

––––––––
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Mercedes slid wearily into bed. As she reached to turn off the lamp, her hand bumped the cover of the old journal, a reminder that she told her parents she would look at it.

She sighed and left the lamp on, staring at the book, reluctant to open this bit of family history. Once she saw what was within the once-pretty, now-faded binding, she couldn’t forget it. What she learned there would become part of her identity.
Prayer was a continual part of her life, not just a bedtime routine, and opening this journal was a weighty matter she held out before the Lord several times as she packed. She did so again now. Then she opened the little book.
Centered on the first page was her Great-Great Grand Aunt’s name. On the next line were the words, The Year of Our Lord Nineteen Hundred. The ink had aged into a periwinkle tone on the creamy, expensive paper.
Quaint, thought Mercedes. She turned the page, and the beguiling scent of roses tickled her nose, then wafted away. She almost gasped at the sudden realization that the script looked as if she herself had written it. 

The page seemed to be a memory tool for a family tree, though it wasn’t a long one, due to space. Her aunt had written the names of her grandparents and parents, then her brother and herself. At the bottom, she wrote prettily, Mercedes means mercies in Spanish, and my mother has Spanish heritage. She passed into heaven when I was fifteen. I am seventeen this year.
Mercedes scanned the lines linking the family tree and sat up straight against the headboard of her bed. This young lady’s grandmother was Claire Ellison, a woman who was handy with a silver dagger.
She turned the next several pages. If she discovered an account of Claire’s murder, she would not read it. She wasn’t ready. But the pages were brief lists of everyday things, like quotes her young aunt liked, books read, and scripture verses she was studying or memorizing. Then, there was a page that looked like a story, with the title Silver and Garlic centered on the header. 
Mercedes yawned from weariness and knew she should sleep, but she was intrigued and settled into the comfort and fresh softness of her sheets and pillow. Her mind could only imagine one theme for a story about silver and garlic, and it was a dark one. As she scanned the first few lines of this one, however, she knew it was not fiction. Her aunt was recording a meaningful evening spent at home.
––––––––
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Earlier tonight, the rhythmic creaking in the joints of my grandmother’s oak rocking chair sang like a lullaby as I sat cross-legged on a rug beside her. Her fingers weren’t as nimble as they once were, but they were tenacious as she wove heavy twine around the tails of pairs of garlic bulbs that mimicked her knuckles. If a messenger came for a hushed visit with my father, he looped the twine through his belt and packed an extra one inside a case he always carried on mysterious journeys. Often, I went with him as far as the harbor to see him off. Someday, the case with the intriguing silver clasp of crossed swords will belong to my brother and I, and the thought sent a shiver down my spine.
My brother is far away at the university, studying medicine and law, like our father did. My father is on one of his journeys tonight, and soon, I’ll be old enough to travel with him. But here, tonight, the cozy glow from the hearth embraced me and my beloved grandmother, sheltering us from a world that isn’t safe.

For as long as I can remember, evenings like this one have been among the times when she prepared me for my unusual family legacy. I am a teenager now, and I stretched to settle more comfortably, anticipating one of her stories. But she seemed content with her own thoughts tonight, glancing up from her work to gaze into the merry flames as if she were somewhere else. She deftly handled an ancient, ornate silver dagger she kept sharp, cutting the ends of the corded twine. With a delicious shiver, I wondered about the ominous uses she may once have put that silver dagger to. When she lowered it into a basket and began another nest for two more garlic bulbs, I handed them up to her and ventured, “Grandma, tell me again about the legend of the garlic braids.”

A transforming smile smoothed away her wrinkles, giving me a glimpse of the woman who has lived many adventures in places I’ve never been. Her tone was indulgent as she said, “Garlic is a gift from God, a remedy to help us heal. We should know how to use it as a medicine for ourselves and to help others. One bulb would be enough, but our family always binds up two together, because Jesus sent out the disciples two by two when He empowered them. He gave them authority over evil spirits. Where can you find that passage in the Bible?”

My eyes went to a thick volume of timeworn, cracking black leather, the family’s copy of the Holy Scriptures. It was also a record of our generations, from our family surname, meaning My God is Yahweh. But a recital of the carefully hand-written names and dates on aging parchment was not what she asked for tonight. My tone sounded reverent in my own ears when I answered, “It’s in the Gospels, in Mark, chapter six, verse seven.”

My grandmother nodded. “Can you see the advantages of having a Christian companion in the world?”

I was the one who gazed into the fire now, gathering my recollected answers to this question from previous evenings. When I turned to look back, she was ready for two more bulbs with the long stems. I took them from the basket and held them up to her in my palm. 

“Yes, ma’am,” I responded, watching her nestle the pair in the heavy twine. “Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 describes it, as well. A friend holds you accountable for living as you should, giving you counsel about decisions, protecting you in the face of your enemies, taking on half of the work, encouraging you and strengthening your faith. Your friend is the witness to the times the Lord led you to overcome challenges, tragedy, and evil.”
She smiled in satisfaction, her silvery gray hair gleaming in the firelight. I’ve always imagined that it radiates around her, like an aura, enhancing my vision of her as being otherworldly and living here as God’s special agent on assignment in a place that doesn’t deserve her. She raised a completed cord with one arm, studying the white garlic bulb duet that was encased there. In the firelight’s glow, those homely garlic bulbs seemed to radiate with something of my grandmother’s other worldliness, reminding me of the descriptions of how the righteous are clothed in spotless white linen.
“Those that Christ sends, He also equips,” she said. “They abide in Him. Just as these are nestled in the strength of twine, a believer is secure in His protection. The braids are three strands, representing the Trinity—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. All three are who He is, yet they also work in their own way to envelop a child of God.” 

Setting the cord in the basket beside her rocking chair, my grandmother lifted her wrinkled hand to touch the silver cross that hung around her neck. Instinctively, I reached up for my own, and she waited for me to speak the words I learned before I could recall anything else.

“This cross is empty because Jesus Christ rose from the dead to conquer death forevermore,” I said with reverence. “The silver metal fashioned into a cross shape on this necklace has no special power, but it stands as a symbol of Christ’s victory and of the finished work of redemption, so His enemies despise it. The only true source of a Christian’s power is Christ Himself, and in knowing the inspired scriptures that counter and dispel evil. Since Christ lives within us, as John 17:3 says, and heaven is His kingdom, we are citizens of heaven, here on earth.”

Through the windows of our eyes, my grandmother’s spirit and mine connected, and her expression was the one that always made my heart soar. It said she was pleased, and that she had confidence in me. “Grandma,” I breathed, with another shiver of anticipation. You see, my favorite part was about to unfold. “Remind me again about why it’s so vital that I remember all of this.”

Now, her chin came up, giving me a glimpse of the resolve that had conquered evil in many forms during her long lifetime. A familiar flash lit the eyes that were the color of the green hills, meadows, brooks, and woods she had traveled years ago. When she spoke, her voice was clear and strong. “Scripture says our enemy is not flesh and blood, but the spiritual powers of darkness. You must remember this wisdom because God’s enemies hate His children, who will displace them. Unlike most of those children, you’re aware of the battle in spiritual realms, and that makes you dangerous. You will be victorious, but there will be a personal cost for the conquest. Never forget that the price is worth paying.”

When my grandmother’s hand reached for mine, a measure of the strength she once had seemed to be revived. The veins under her papery, warm skin reminded me of strong, nourishing roots, and I imagined this hand wielding unlikely weapons against the enemies she was referring to. She announced, “You, my child, are a descendant in the bloodline of the Ellisons, and you walk here on earth with the Creator and Savior of the world!”

Spellbound, as if I never heard these words before, I kept my eyes locked on hers. The future is not mine to foresee, but with this assurance, I can face it. By His power, I can do the work Christ called me to when He put me here, for such a time as this.

My grandmother’s eyes softened, and she smiled. I wondered if Christ might send a like-minded spouse or friend into my life to create a pair, like the bulbs in her braided twine cords. She was blessed with my grandfather, and it was their leather case with the silver clasp that my father carried with him tonight. Someday, the family Bible might have another entry, carefully penned in ink. But until then, I will face life with the help that is provided.

My grandmother’s roads are now in the past, and I am not likely to walk them. But she warned me about an enemy that is not limited to space or time until Jesus returns. She has prepared me for my own encounters because I am entrusted with a legacy of power, strength, and wisdom.

I am Mercedes Ellison, and I cannot escape my destiny.

––––––––
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Putting down the journal, Mercedes went to her bathroom to grab some tissues. The words she had read spoke to her doubts, her efforts to escape a legacy that cost her and her family so much. The teenager in the journal counted it a privilege to be an Ellison and to become a faithful, battle-scarred follower of Christ.
She wiped away tears, shaken by the conviction of her ancestors. It would be a restless night.
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Chapter 2
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Zach Boone stood in the shade of an awning over the apartment mail station on his university campus in Virginia, anticipating an envelope from Lenoir Bassett and Madigan, PC. It was on top, and he quickly tore open the seal. As he expected, an expensive vellum invitation congratulated him again and invited him to attend a company celebration for new members. They were looking forward to meeting his guest, reminding him to bring his girlfriend to the event on the firm’s property on Hilton Head Island, South Carolina.

“Yes!” he breathed, grabbing the remaining letters, and closing the box. He flipped through, sorting, and tossing junk mail into the nearby trash container. An envelope with a South Carolina postmark and no return address aroused his curiosity, so he opened it next. Taken aback at the message typed on the plain white paper, he read it again.

Lenoir Bassett and Madigan, P.C. is under investigation for serious crimes. Distance yourself from signing on with the firm and do not get Mercedes Ellison involved. -A friend.
Zach scowled, scrutinizing his surroundings. There was nothing suspicious in the crowds of students and the windows of buildings and vehicles nearby, but he was uncomfortable. He swiftly refolded the letter and jogged toward his apartment with the rest of his mail.
––––––––
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“Mr. Boone opened and read the warning,” reported a dark-haired young man as he watched Zach Boone rush off with his mail. “He’s suspicious and looking around.”

“Zach wouldn’t know you if he saw you,” came the mature voice on the cell phone. “It was right to warn him. He’s fortunate that you’re on board, or he’d be on his own.”

The young man sighed and wiped a hand over his face. “You know why I’m nervous. Mercedes could be in grave danger, and Zach is oblivious. He believes he got this job on his own merit. Do you know how long it takes to graduate from law school, and how much it cost?”

“That’s why he will ignore the warning and take the job. We’ll see what kind of man he is. There’s nothing more you can do up there. Drive back and we’ll discuss some additional evidence that just came in.”
The young man ended the call with his employer on the business cell phone and dropped it in the cup holder of the rental car he sat in. In his wildest dreams, he never imagined his role as former archaeologist who began working with antiquities would bring him to this.

––––––––
[image: ]

Reaching for a tote bag stuffed to overflowing, Mercedes’ new landlady waved a hand dismissively at her formal greeting and laughed. “Just call me Lois,” she said. “I’ve known your mother’s family for ages, and there are no finer people. We’ll be good friends.”
Lois dressed in gardening attire that had not yet been in the dirt this morning, and she led Mercedes from the brick paved driveway to an enchanting flagstone path, chatting along the way. “You’ll fit right in here in Bluffton with that Jeep, you know. That teal color is adorable! Folks ‘round here love their recreational vehicles and do a lot of biking, kayaking, hiking, boating, fishing, and beach lovin’. You’ll need to get some decals to personalize the back to entertain everyone on the road at traffic lights. Someone is here today who will get that kayak and bike unloaded for you. The storage shed is in the garden.”
“Thank you, Lois. Recreation is one reason I have it, but my work sometimes takes me into abandoned places where roads aren’t good. My dad wanted me to have a vehicle rugged enough to keep me from getting stranded.”
Lois fiddled with keys until she pushed open the door of the cottage. Then she handed a keyring with a bright sunflower charm on it to Mercedes. “This set is yours, dear, and it includes one for the storage building. You can stash things out of the way in there, just keep them in the area marked for the cottage.”
Mercedes put her purse and laptop bag down on the quartz countertop of a kitchen island, gazing around the apartment. “Oh, Lois, this is better in person than in the photos. It’s so airy! I’m blessed that you were ready to rent.”
Her landlady beamed as she looked around. “It’s been a satisfying challenge. I’m glad someone like you is the first tenant. Someday, I hope to lure my granddaughter back to town to live in it. Bluffton wasn’t big enough for her, so she took a job up in Charlotte. But now she sees the city life isn’t the answer she was lookin’ for.”
The wistful look in Lois’ eyes evaporated when she turned to Mercedes. “Go on and look around the place. It’s fully furnished, and I equipped the kitchen with the basics. The French doors open to the pool, garden, and courtyard. As you saw on the contract, because you paid in advance for the summer, weekly housekeeping is included. I’ll get Aaron to unload for you, then we’ll show you around the grounds.”
––––––––
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Setting the last bag of groceries on the counter, Mercedes quickly reached into her purse for her ringing cellphone. She smiled to see Zach’s picture on the screen. “Hi, Zach!”
“Hi, Babe, how’s the cottage?”

“It’s amazing—I’ll love it here this summer! I hope our schedules work out so you can stop by to see it.”

Mercedes held the phone to her ear with one hand and reached into a grocery bag with the other, pulling out things for the freezer before they thawed. “About that,” Zach said. “I’ll be riding through late tonight, but I’m expected at the beach property where I’ll be staying. It looks like I’m stuck in some meetings and training with the company for a few days at a conference center on the island, but we’ll end with a celebration over the weekend. They told me to be sure and invite you.”

She sighed and walked to the French doors overlooking the pool and garden. “Zach, you know I don’t attend parties where people are drinking. I know a few things ‘cause I’ve seen a few things.”

“And normally, I agree with you. It’s worse that they’re mixing alcohol with business. But this company really wants young men with wives or who are seriously committed to a relationship. They consider you part of the package and this is important to me, Mercedes. Please, please come down on Friday evening. We’ll make an appearance and get away quickly, maybe make some excuse about a walk on the beach to catch up on time alone together. They have a double room set aside for you and Jana, Declan’s girlfriend. She doesn’t drink, either. The list of things she doesn’t do is a mile longer than the ones she does.”

The sarcasm in his voice made Mercedes pause. Did he talk to others about her the same way he talked about Jana? He clearly ignored their principles for compromise, if it was to his own benefit, and expected Mercedes to do the same—for his benefit.

She doused a flash of anger and decided she would wait to mention his selfishness. He was in a rush, and she didn’t feel like arguing, anyway. “I can give you a solid ‘I’ll think about it.’”

Zach’s voice grew huskier. “Baby, this isn’t just about me, you know. This is for us. I think you know what’s next if everything goes well this week.”

“It’s been almost six weeks since we spent time together in person, Zach. We have things to talk about. I can be on the island sometime this weekend without staying there.”

“I’m texting you the address for the beach house. They scattered the firm into two of them, built beside one another. They aren’t in a gated community, but they are back off the road, so look for the bricked column mailbox. And I’m adding Jana’s cell number. Call her. She’s got some of your same food issues and ideas about how you two can plan. I’ve got to get on the road now. Declan and Jana are waiting.”

As they ended their call, Mercedes slowly put her cellphone down on the countertop, where an iridescent shimmer caught the light and raced it through veins of pale aqua and gray in the white quartz. Idly, she traced the shimmering abstraction with a fingertip. A year ago, she’d been excited to be asked out by Zach after being introduced to him at a conference for young professionals. She was starting out as an independent architectural historian, and he was meeting representatives of firms that were hiring upcoming graduates from law school.

He was just what she needed—a guy who was logical, practical, and eager. Things were simple with Zach. He wanted to solve problems as a litigation lawyer. Every day would be different. He would have a variety of cases to challenge his negotiating skills, and none were likely to go as far as a trial in a courtroom.

But her relationship with Zach now was like a balloon with a slow leak. Unless he did something dramatic soon to revive it, it would end.

Mercedes sighed and turned to put the rest of her groceries in the pantry, trying to shake off a familiar unease that grew in her spirit. Something was off about this job Zach wanted so much. Last night, the journal entry she read convicted her, raising questions about her decision to run from the occasional intuitive events that popped up in her life, scary and unbidden, usually with a personal cost. This might be one time she should pay attention.

She spent the rest of the evening listening to soothing music and settling into the cottage. In her dreams later that night, she ran along an iridescent shimmer by an aqua stream with banks of pearly gray sand. The path was irresistible, but she did not know where it led. Suddenly, muscular arms she must have been running toward embraced her, and the shimmer spread over vast sand dunes, creating a mirage that danced over the baking sand. She was on an archaeological dig site where she once served as an intern. Then she looked up at the person whose arms held her, a familiar face in shadows created by the shady shelter under his Panama hat.

Mercedes gasped, sitting up in bed, shaking off sleep and sweating as if she had been back in Egypt.
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The following morning, Mercedes texted her mother before a lunch meeting with the client she had in Bluffton. I sent you an email with attachments to you earlier this morning. Did you get them?

Yes. Fascinating and disturbing, all at once. Your dad will be back home this afternoon and I’ll show him. He’ll probably call the Holmwoods to help do the research you’re asking about. You must have been reading the journal again last night. Is it upsetting you?

Her heart leaped and unexpected tears stung her eyes. She gulped and typed. Yes.    

Can I call?

Tonight. I’ll be with a historic preservation committee all afternoon. I’ll let you know.

Love you!

Texting a heart emoji and putting her phone into a silky lined pocket of her purse, Mercedes took the flagstone path to the brick paver driveway. A white car crept by. She wasn’t close enough to see the driver through tinted windows and there was nothing special to draw her attention, but her intuition peaked.

Lunch with her clients was relaxed and in the open air at a local restaurant. After her travels for vacation, study, and work in other places, she valued the unique flavor of life that was the Lowcountry. She thought of home as being on “island time” and kept flexible schedules. The gracious standard of life in the Lowcountry was about being all there to enjoy a moment.

Property tours rounded out her afternoon. Leaving for the day, she stepped carefully over a mosaic of concrete sidewalk broken by the roots of an ancient oak. When she looked back up, the white car that drove past Lois’ driveway was parallel parked nearby in a marked space on Calhoun Street. 

Mercedes paused and adjusted the shoulder strap of her laptop bag, pretending to look over the signs of homey small businesses along the street. Her sunglasses hid her eyes, which were evaluating her escape route.

Pretending to decide about where to shop, she strolled up some sun-splashed, creaky wooden steps to a generous porch and entered a welcoming, approachable art gallery. She kept a respectable distance near several other guests, all of them enjoying and commenting on Lowcountry themed paintings and sculpture. When the attendant on duty began a friendly exchange about a painting with a couple of tourists, Mercedes ducked out an open back door to a path that led to a sandy parking area and the next street.

The white sedan was nowhere in sight as she pushed the button to start her Jeep, and she saw no one hanging around. If she was being watched, her diversion worked, and she breathed a prayer of thanks. Then she asked Jesus for special protection and discernment about being followed. Was she simply edgy today? She felt no threat or dread, only that something was unusual about the car. Keeping her focus on situational awareness, Mercedes drove a few blocks away to the summer cottage. 
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Aaron, the contractor working at her landlady’s house, was getting out of his pickup with a grocery bag when Mercedes slid her Jeep into her parking spot. He raked his cap back over his mostly white hair to tidy it, then waved and hailed her from his open door. He stood waiting at the flagstone path.

“Miss Ellison, I went to my friend’s dock for fresh fish,” he announced in a rich local accent. “I asked Miss Lois if I could grill them here for both of you. See, I’m a bachelor, and fish is best when eaten while it’s hot.”

“Oh, Aaron, that sounds wonderful! I love fish, but don’t eat shellfish. I have a few food intolerances and allergies, but Lois knows what they are. Can I help?” 
He raised the bag with a deeply tanned arm. “I’ve got everything it takes for decent salad bar and Lois is bakin’ potatoes. If you have anything special you need for those, bring it along. Say, forty-five minutes?”
Mercedes agreed and made her way to the cottage to put away her business things and change clothes. She went to the refrigerator for her favorite salad dressing and ingredients to make a quick allergy-friendly tartar sauce. With minutes to spare, she texted her mom that she was having dinner with Lois but would check in afterwards.
Through the French doors, she saw Aaron and Lois setting the patio table. She paused, seeing these two senior citizens working together, acting more like close friends or a couple than a business relationship. She quickly carried her contributions to the meal out the doors and greeted them, then busied herself with helping. The conversation was so easy and her hosts so engaging that it was only as she sat with them in the rosy glow of sunset that Mercedes remembered something she wanted to ask them.

“Lois, does one of your neighbors drive a late model white sedan?” she ventured.
Her landlady was thoughtful for a few moments. “Not that I know of, but someone may have a new car. There’s another house on the street with a recently renovated carriage house apartment, and they may have guests. Have you noticed, Aaron?”
The contractor scowled with concentration, which deepened the lifetime of wrinkles on his face. He scratched a day’s graying stubble on his chin and slowly shook his head. “No, but I haven’t paid attention. Tourists are a fact of life. None of the neighbors have a car like that. Know the model?”

“I’m afraid the selection of sedans on the roads is a blur for me, but I’ll try to notice the emblem on the front of this one if it shows up again. I couldn’t see the tag information. It could be an out-of-state tourist.”
Aaron cleared his throat and peered into her eyes. “Is someone botherin’ you?”
She withered under the curiosity of the two older friends. “Oh—no, I just—it drove by the driveway slowly this morning as I left, then I saw it parked near where my meeting was this afternoon. I feel foolish for mentioning it.”

Lois studied her. “Is your intuition naggin’ at you when you see that car, Mercedes?”

Mercedes squeezed her eyes shut and nodded. She opened them again to meet Lois’ solemn gaze.

The older woman solemnly said, “Don’t ignore your gut reactions to things like that, even if it makes no sense. Pay attention to your discernment.”
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After a call with her parents, Mercedes got into bed with her phone to answer texts before turning out the lights. The first one was from Jana. She would work from the cottage tomorrow and be flexible to connect with Jana about the weekend. Then she opened the text from Zach.

Meetings all day and I’m on my way out to dinner. Wish I had time to call. Can’t wait to see you here on Friday! Did you reach Jana about plans for the weekend?

With an irritated sigh, Mercedes turned off her phone and set it on the nightstand charger.
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Chapter 3
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“You’re a Christian, right? I mean, a real one, somebody who’s born again and tries to live what the Bible teaches,” asked Jana.

Taken aback at this question right off the bat after exchanging hellos, Mercedes cautiously replied, “Yes.” Eyeing her cellphone screen in a stand that allowed her to use the speaker, she idly rolled her ink pen in her hand, anticipating an interesting conversation.

Jana heaved a sigh. “I’m a Christian, too, and this place feels all wrong. I can’t explain it and I know how this must sound, but if you don’t come tomorrow for the weekend, can I drive up and stay with you until Declan is done at the beach house? I’m done with him by then if this keeps up. He and Zach are acting weird, talking about how their ‘number’ has given them a new insight about who they really are and the freedom to maximize their lives for their roles in the law firm.”

Mercedes sat bolt upright. “Their number?”

“Yeah, their training yesterday included a personality test, and they brought back books to read to learn how to act on the results. If they sign on with the firm, they will attend routine group meetings on how their numbers work with their team. I couldn’t sleep last night after looking up info on those books with my laptop while they all went out to dinner.”

Mercedes asked Jana if the books used a specific terminology designed similarly to a pentagram for the personality categories.

“Yes! Do you know anything about that?”

Mercedes shot up to her feet, dropped her pen and notepad on the coffee table in disgust, and muttered, “I can’t believe it!”

“Believe it. My research tells me that this baloney is full of New Age mysticism, a path to higher states of being, essence and enlightenment, like being one with God. I don’t know about your Bible, but mine teaches that the only true God is on His throne, and He won’t share it. Christianity is never about looking inward except to examine our hearts and confess sin, not to celebrate or despair over personality traits. We become new creations when we accept Him, and He allows no excuses for sin because we believe we were born with a certain personality. He saves us from ourselves. Christianity is about looking to Jesus and surrendering our lives to serve Him.” She stopped to catch her breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to preach a sermon. I’m just worked up and haven’t slept much.”

Pacing in front of the coffee table now, Mercedes said, “The first sin in the Bible was when God’s adversary promised Eve equality with God, and she went for it. He’s never stopped deceiving people. The inventor of these teachings admitted to making them up via channeling, which is when an influencing spirit takes over in automatic writing.”

“I know! Oh, I’m so relieved you understand what I’m up against—what we are up against. I’m surrounded by people pickled in themselves down here.”

“Yes, self-realization is a preoccupation with oneself, which is rooted in rebellion, which the book of 1 Samuel calls witchcraft.”

Bible verses flooded her mind, and she had to turn back to her phone speaker to give Jana her attention. Jana was saying, “Two guys brought their wives along and this morning, I saw a book one of them carried. My skin furred up at the topic, a course about miracles.”

“That one was written by channeling, too, back in the 1970s. It’s full of things people want to believe, Jana, and promoted by daytime talk show queens with book clubs, so it’s difficult to have a dissenting conversation about it. Former New Age devotees are exposing it for what it is, though, if anyone bothers to check into it online. Unless we know our Bible, in context, these teachings can mislead the best of us.”

“This is a game-changer for me. I love Declan and want to help him if he’s only confused, but I absolutely will not stick around if he adopts this in his life. Like the Bible says, what has light to do with darkness? What do you plan to do, Mercedes?”

“I—I don’t know. It’s the last thing I would expect Zach to be interested in. Some people now refer to it as the Christian horoscope, except instead of your personality being set by your birth month and stars, it comes from energy. They give advice for behavior modification, relational suggestions, and a focus on identification, such as a saying for the day, a song, and whatnot. I’ve helped friends reach out to other friends who strayed into this mess. One was an author who swore this was nothing more than a tool for writers to create character personalities for books—like there aren’t already a million of those around her in everyday life. She learned about it in a workshop at a popular Christian Writers’ conference, of all places, and insisted that because the speaker and some pastors recommend it, we cannot question their authority. Essentially, she set a higher value on fallible teachings of men than the authority of the Bible. It’s an extremely divisive teaching and adherents will rabidly defend it.” 

She tried to rub away the tension in her temples, where a headache was coming on. “Jana, I need to pray and think. Can I call you back later this afternoon?”
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Mercedes closed her laptop with a snap. She was too shaken to fill out reports for work and there was no looming deadline to finish.
With her hands wrapped around the comforting warmth of her cup of ginger tea, she sat back on the sofa cushions and started praying for guidance about how best to handle the situation she found herself in. Jana was waiting on her response, and a lot was at stake.

Her phone vibrated with a text notification in the stand where she left it, and she glanced to see if it was urgent enough for the interruption. 

It was her Bible Study leader, checking in on her to see how she was doing in her cottage. Only a handful of her group were in town for the summer, so they agreed to keep tabs on each other and share prayers instead of meeting.

The text could be an instant answer to prayer. This was someone with a solid foundation in scripture and a godly track record of faith. She typed quickly. The cottage is amazing, and you’d love my landlady. The job mostly involves a lot of records and forms to file. But some sudden challenges have popped up in my life. One of those is that a new Christian friend needs immediate help to talk about E-grams, with her boyfriend and Zach. Zach’s new job required the test in training. I dread dealing with this. I could use some advice and prayer.

She sipped her tea as she waited. Her Bible Study leader responded. I wish I could call you, but I’m on a break from work. When you researched this issue and helped friends navigate through it with other friends, you didn’t think you’d go unscathed by it, did you? Jesus prepared you for such a time as this. Don’t let Zach grill
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