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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 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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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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In England, 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 old 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 rose 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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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 aged 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
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