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Have you ever walked into a place and instantly became ill at ease? Did you ever meet someone, 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. To grow in our faith is to be uncomfortable. Modern Christianity has sanitized the supernatural, even though it fills Scripture.

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

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

“I warn you against shedding blood,

indulging in it and making it a habit,

for blood never sleeps.”

Ayyubid Sultan Salah ad-Din (Saladin)

To his sons before his death
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“Leave the key in the lock,” growled a rough voice from an even rougher looking man dressed all in black and blending into the night. He grunted as he silently lifted a well-oiled hand truck over a threshold blanketed with a furniture cover.

Behind him, another man in black with a black knit cap kept his voice low as he rasped, “Oh, that’s right. Almost forgot. Doesn’t make sense, though.”

He closed a heavy wood front door silently and inserted a black key in the lock. The key seemed to disappear in the darkness of a hot, humid evening, and the other man mumbled that nothing made sense with the people who hired them. 

Two more men were in the back of a delivery truck in the driveway, folding up furniture covers with several mysterious symbols on them. The man with the last hand truck rolled it silently over more furniture pads on the sidewalk, then to the back of the truck. Behind him, the last man rolled up the furniture pads and looked everywhere to be sure they had left no trace of their presence.

As he turned to join the delivery crew in the truck, he muttered, “Pretty sure nobody ordered that thing for this house.”
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“Could there be a more gorgeous day?”

Mercedes Ellison flung these joyful words toward the landscape sunroof as she prayed whatever popped into her mind, following the highway to beautiful Beaufort, South Carolina. “Thank you, Jesus, for days like this. Thank you for letting me live and work in the Lowcountry.”

The cloudless blue sky over sparkling water and wildlife-filled salt marshes pushed away the sad mist around her heart. When she left her summer cottage in Bluffton this morning to meet a new client, her mind was still on the funeral for her last client’s brother. The strange circumstances that unfolded the previous week were only the latest she had experienced in what she had imagined would be a relaxing summer.

This was a new day, a fresh beginning. She had assured her fiancé, Quincy, that as far as she could tell, there were no surprises about this job for filing paperwork on Seashell Cottage. Remembering his quip that she thought that about every client, she laughed out loud.

The diamond ring on her finger flashed in the glorious sunshine as her hand rested on the steering wheel, bringing a smile to her face. Glancing down at the new outfit her mother had bought for her last week while they shopped at the boutiques on Hilton Head Island, she remembered the extra clothes she packed in a tote bag to change into later that afternoon, when her appointment was over. It would be another hot day in the Lowcountry, and she wanted to be comfortable walking around the shops and galleries near the waterfront park. She exhaled a long sigh of contentment as she thought of sitting on a swing in the shade of an old oak dripping with Spanish moss, watching the lazy boats drifting into the marina. She would enjoy watching the creative names printed on them while she was eating her picnic lunch. Then she might make a few sketches of the boats. Perhaps the Prince of Tides boat would be among them, and if she ever did a painting of it, the subject would be popular here in the town who claimed author Pat Conroy as its own.

The soothing voice on her Jeep’s navigation screen guided her into a wonderful historic area off the beaten path of tourism. She appreciated the views of sprawling, moss-draped oaks, sidewalks like patched, crooked spines with spider veins, and walls and fences that sheltered aging gardens. Historic churches and their quaint cemeteries crept by while her vehicle’s navigation assured her the destination was ahead on the right.

The driveway of Seashell Cottage was laid in pavers and crushed seashells. Mercedes slowly followed it, surrounded by the varied colors and textures of the flower blooms in the front yard. The lawn, hedges, flower beds, and paths were lovingly tended, providing beautiful views from inside the welcoming windows. From the outside, those windows reflected blue sky, magnolia blooms, and the crooked oak limbs. 

There was no other car waiting. She parked close to the walkway, then started gathering what she would need to show her client and to take notes about the house.

Before tucking her cell phone away, she checked to see if she had any text messages. There was one from her friend Jana. They met several months ago after Mercedes came to Bluffton to spend the summer at a cottage and work. They became close friends after Jana contacted Mercedes, asking for help. In a strange turn of events, she and her boyfriend Declan were the means for saving Mercedes’ life.

Jana’s message was a brief way of checking in to see what Mercedes thought about her new client and that she was praying for Mercedes to have an uneventful job experience for a change. Then she said something that made Mercedes wince.

Declan told me that Zach was approached by an independent filmmaker about making a movie covering his role with taking down Roland and his father. He learned you were not consulted, and he said no. But he told Declan if anyone contacts you and you want to write a book about it, he was willing to help.

It was still difficult for Mercedes to think about her former boyfriend, Zach. When her summer began, they were a couple, though not committed. He was her substitute for Quincy for about a year after Quincy turned down her ultimatum about their future. Afterwards, an old vendetta against her family that she had never heard of became a dangerous showdown, and Zach declared she had ruined his life. He left Hilton Head without even checking on her when men tried to murder her.

Later, Zach showed up at her job at Majestic Oaks Plantation to stop Roland from killing her, ready to die if necessary to end the vendetta once he learned the link he had to Roland.

She sighed, wondering how to respond to Jana’s message, then texted back. I just arrived at Seashell Cottage. You know how much I appreciate your prayers! Let’s get together soon. As for Zach, tell Declan I said that I hope he is still healing well and that the law practice is satisfying. I’m glad he won’t make a movie about what happened, as if any film maker could re-create that evening! I have no plans to write a book.
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Mercedes finished checking her email and texts on her cell phone and flipped open the woven straw flap of a small crossbody purse she would wear to go into the house. The phone slid into a silky inside pocket, and she snapped the flap down again, ready to gather the things she needed for the job and step out of the Jeep to look around.

Expect the unexpected from an unseen enemy.

Mercedes gasped and her work tablet slipped from her hands. Sitting straight up in the seat, she blinked and looked around. But she was alone, and after collecting herself, she drew a shaky breath.

Those words, recalled from her Great-Great Grand Aunt’s old journal and quoted to her by her grandfather recently, had just popped into her mind. Her senses were tingling, but she saw nothing in the lazy summer setting around her to be alert for.

With a long sigh, Mercedes closed her eyes and relaxed back against the headrest in her seat. Taking a few days off before this job would have been a good idea. To describe the past week as being unnerving was an understatement, but asking for a delay with a job meant an inconvenience for her clients.

An image flashed in her mind of a custom-made silver clasp on the black medical bag her brother inherited. It was engraved with crossed swords in a background representing light and dark, evil and holiness, and a reminder from a friend to her ancestor that a Christian’s battle is not against flesh and blood. 

Opening her eyes, she whispered with conviction, “Expect the unexpected from an unseen enemy.” 

A tap on her window made her jump. With a nervous laugh at herself, she gestured to a young lady that she was opening the door. She gathered her things again and opened the door to get out.

“I’m so sorry I scared you!” Traces of the Lowcountry danced through the young lady’s slow accent and she absently flipped up the ends of her sleek light brown hair from her shoulders. “You’re Mercedes Ellison, right? I’m Lacey Ladson. I just arrived in town. Being late is my worst habit, but I am working on moving past it. Among the other things I’m leaving behind.”

Mercedes caught the pain in Lacey’s soft brown eyes at her last statement. She half expected to see the glitter from a tear in those thick, fringy lashes. 

“No problem, Lacey. I was early and then I suddenly remembered something while I was getting my work tablet. In the distraction, I didn’t hear your car drive up.”

They smiled at one another, and Lacey’s dimples were charming. Mercedes knew she was going to like her new client. 

Lacey said, “Well, come on, then. I’ll check on the yard and gardens before it gets hot, since I told the caretaker she could have the morning off. She wants me to be sure there is still water in the bird bath. The birds really depend on it in temperatures like we’ve been having.”

She turned to the front yard with a gesturing arm to follow her. “I don’t know if the grounds of my grandma’s house are needed for your paperwork. Mama didn’t tell me what you’d be looking for. Do you mind wandering around out here a bit? I promise not to keep you long.”

“Oh, of course not! I’m delighted, and if the grounds have any historical elements to them, I can use that in my report.”

“Then I must tell you that the brickwork on that walkway over there is salvaged from a well that was here in the 1800s, before the house was built. And let me show you the old summer house out back,” Lacey said as they checked a magnificent, sculpted shell basin bird bath that was weathered to a verdigris patina. Several dripping bluebirds flew up into the branches of an ancient magnolia, watching Lacey as she peered into the bowl. 

Satisfied, she turned back to Mercedes and led her down a path of scalloped shell shaped steppingstones. “Of course, in your profession, you know that a summer house is a quaint word for a gazebo. But my grandma called it that, and I’ve always loved the dreamy sound. Isn’t it romantic? Oh, I’ve spent so many amazing summers in this yard and in this house. It’s like a miracle to have gotten the job here in Beaufort! It will be my refuge, a place to start fresh, and bring life back into the place again.”

Mercedes caught another fleeting, haunted look in Lacey’s eyes, but the young woman turned quickly and pointed out camellia bushes that had been transplanted from historic varieties on a local plantation.
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When Lacey Ladson finished giving Mercedes a tour of the enchanting gardens and summer house, she led her to a sprawling screened back porch with comfortable furnishings for relaxing. “We’ll do this backwards today, if that’s all right,” she said brightly as she slipped a key in the lock. “This storm door locks instead of having one of those hook thingies, so we can get inside. Then there’s a lock from the porch to the kitchen.”

Mercedes snapped photos of the porch with her tablet as her client led her into the house. “My great-great grandparents are the original builders of this house, but my great grandparents remodeled it a lot to bring it up to modern standards. You probably have all that information already, so I’m just prattling on. It’s not as old as many other historic homes around here, but it’s built on a property that had a building on it before the Civil War. My grandmother, I call her Grandy Anna, had a mysterious divorce no one talked about and returned here with my mom, who was little, and her big brother, to live with my great grands. When Grandy Anna married again, the man I knew as my Grampy—her second husband—came from Florida to live here, though his company was there. Years later, my dad started working for Grampy, and that’s how Mama met him.”

Looking all around, Mercedes said, “Don’t be concerned that you’re giving me too much information, Lacey. Often, a house and its contents say a lot about its history for those who know what to look for. But the personal stories help weave things together.”

She jotted down notes in her tablet about the high ceilings in the cottage that were so prevalent in Lowcountry buildings. There were plenty of windows, as well, built to catch breezes for ventilation. 

Lacey started chatting again as she led Mercedes through the kitchen to a simple but classic back staircase. “Let’s start upstairs and come down through the front grand staircase. These stairs are great for coming down to the kitchen and getting to the back porch and yard in the mornings. My grandparents’ house has a lot of features few people know about, and I love them all. Oh, my summers and vacations here were wonderful! When I moved off to college and worked out-of-state right afterwards, I missed coming back.”

At the top of the stairs, a large window filled the passage with natural light. Diffused daylight spread from another direction over the hallway to the bedrooms. Mercedes looked up and said, “Is the light coming from the cupola on the roof?”

“Yes, it’s near the middle of the house, above the grand staircase and entry. Here’s the first bedroom, and it has a surprise. Come on in, I’ll show you.”

Mercedes smiled at Lacey’s enthusiasm and stepped into a room that looked like it was out of a Southern decorating magazine. Her first impression was of the unique shell-shaped fan displayed in a clean fireplace grate. “Oh,” she breathed, forgetting to take notes about the architecture.
But Lacey’s attention was on surprising her guest. In a moment, she opened a section of the built-in bookcases to access the next bedroom. “Grandy called this a Murphy door, and it’s always fascinated me! The next room was mine when I stayed here, and this one was Mama and Daddy’s. When I was little and got afraid at night, my parents left this open.”
Delighted, Mercedes went through the opening to the next room. She said, “I don’t see many of these. But then, I’m not supposed to, am I? Jib doors were once popular in European estates, where people had secret lives.”

“That’s what my Grandy told me,” Lacey said. “He also had an ancestor who kept daggers hanging under important portraits in case of a fire, to cut the canvases quickly from the frames and roll them up to be saved. Can you imagine?”

She giggled and added, “I wonder how many times those daggers became a quick threat in an argument.”

Mercedes took notes while her client led her through spacious, beautiful old rooms filled with quaint, elegant Lowcountry inspired cottage décor such as magnolia blooms filling fireplace grates and carved palm designs on panels over double doorways. Pale, breezy colors on the walls and airy, lacy drapes gave every room a calm, relaxing feel. Seashell designs were used in the décor of every room.

The top of the grand staircase was glorious in the sunlight that spilled down from the copula above. Mercedes marveled that the owners of a home they humbly called a cottage could create such casual beauty.

As they descended to the entryway, she admired the palm fan shaped carving under an arch and said, “My idea of what I thought I wanted in my
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