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This exciting story takes a quick trip from the Lowcountry of South Carolina and back again. The main characters follow a calling to St. Augustine, Florida, where they will set out to solve a mystery with cryptic clues and artifacts hidden in 1688. Some of the historical facts, people, and places are real, but I’ve woven them into a fictional setting.
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The Strange Sands Suspense series follows architectural historian Mercedes Annalee Ellison as she investigates historic properties along the South Carolina coast—only to discover that the past often carries spiritual consequences into the present. Routine preservation projects quickly become encounters with hidden passages, ancient vendettas, and unsettling artifacts tied to the unseen realm.
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Rooted in a clear Christian worldview, each faith-filled novella blends mystery, suspense, and spiritual warfare with themes of obedience, calling, and trust in God. Clean, gripping, and thought-provoking, Strange Sands Suspense is perfect for readers who enjoy inspirational suspense where light confronts darkness and faith makes the difference.
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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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Prologue
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Enter through the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the road broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who go through it.

Matthew 7:13
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A simple wooden cross dangled crazily in the sweltering darkness of a family chapel in St. Augustine, Florida. It hung suspended on a long leather cord around the neck of Friar Mateo de la Cruz, who shook off shell fragments and quartz dust from his robe. Coquina was the enduring material used to build the town. The quarry was convenient on nearby Anastasia Island, and it was the perfect material for the underground space at the altar. 

He replaced the smooth floor tiles and whispered a prayer over them. When he straightened up and stretched his back, the cross rested peacefully again on rough, earthy brown cotton. Unconsciously, the friar smeared grit across his sweaty brow with the back of his hand. His work in the shadows hid evidence of crimes against the Crown and humanity.

Time was running out for him, as surely as it had run out for Alonzo Alvarez. The bookkeeper had confessed his sins only hours before his murder as he fled town. But those behind his death must repay their borrowed power on borrowed time in the black sand of their symbol, the hourglass. The serpent that wrapped around the middle of it would have them in the end.

As his face crumpled into a grimace of grief over evil deeds that must break God’s heart, Friar Mateo de la Cruz sighed deeply. His lungs filled with salty air from the bay. It was heavy with the scent of garden foliage and damp earth. The accountant and his confidants had hidden the evidence he entrusted to the friar, waiting for the fired clay tablet with a message to stand the test of time.

How much time? Only God knew. 

The hem of his robe swished over his dusty feet in worn leather sandals. His pace quickened in the darkness. There was much to do under the cover of a sleepy town at night. He had another sealed, timeless vessel to hide where Alonzo Alverez prepared a place under the angel wings. Then he must deliver a message that would mean his death if intercepted.

Back at the friary, a humble candle grew bearded at Friar Mateo’s desk. He dipped the quill again, uncertain of the right words to write the most important letter of his life. How many months before it reached the king? Letters lay forgotten for seasons in the governor’s house in Havana, where ships left for Spain. Friars had prayed for a reply from Madrid and died of fever before any came.

If the letter made it to Cuba and was entrusted to a fleet captain bound for Spain; if the Atlantic spared the vessel from storms and privateers—there remained the months of waiting for a royal answer to begin its journey. “Six months if the winds favor the trip. A year if they do not,” he whispered. “In truth, no help from Spain will come soon enough to save me.” 

He squeezed his eyes shut and said a prayer inspired by Psalm 31:15. “My times are in thy hand: deliver me from mine enemies, who do evil in thine eyes, Lord.”

Eyes hired by the Brotherhood of Shadows watched him, and they silenced poor Alonzo within hours of his confession. The bookkeeper had once been an honest man who naively stumbled into the account records. The threats against his family frightened him. But honest men cannot live under the weight of sin, and the Lord gave him the courage for the act he knew would end his life—stealing the evidence and hiding it, praying justice would someday come.

Alonzo had asked why it had fallen on him to expose dangerous men powered by the occult. Friar Mateo de la Cruz was honest when he told him he did not know. “God’s ways are a mystery to me. But He has allowed this in your life, and you surrendered your life to Him. Walk the path of a righteous man.” 

Justice was unlikely to fall on the powerful Brotherhood in his lifetime, but the evidence would speak when he was gone. The words for King Charles II that had eluded him now flowed onto the linen paper. It was his last message, penned carefully, though he would leave hints and maps in strategic places around the library in the friary. He did not trust the voyage to Spain. But Providence deserved his trust, and the strength of clay, coin, and ink would outlast generations of men.

The friar closed the letter and set down his quill. With great care, he rolled the precious document and wrapped it in parchment. It was ready for the container he would seal, the one that held his letter when presented to the King—or for whoever God willed to find it.

In an hour, the friar hid clues in the library that discerning eyes would understand. He made his way toward the Castillo de San Marcos with the hood of his clean gray robe over his head, blending well into the night shadows. A blanket of humidity muffled his quiet footsteps, and a wicked streak of distant lightning ripped the velvet of the night sky.

The friar wondered if taking Treasury Street was the best route to the fort. Only about six feet wide, the street was built in the common medieval Spanish style, connecting the port to the Royal Treasury.

His nerves tingled with the expectation of danger. There was but one path for a righteous man to take. Alonzo Alvarez had taken it, and so would he. Times were evil. The soldiers in the fort may have collected bribes from his enemy, but there was no one else he could turn to with this letter.

The friar’s skin prickled. Was it his imagination, or could he trust his senses that eyes followed him? With a demeanor of serenity he did not feel, he passed through stark shadows cast by sputtering window lanterns. A cat startled him with a sudden, unearthly howl, and his resolve nearly faltered under a jolt of terror. He cast an anxious glance back when he heard the grate of a stone underfoot and caught a fleeting glimpse of a dark cape.

A fellow citizen out late at night? Or was it Alonzo’s murderer who ducked between two buildings?
A momentary flash of heat lightning revealed a round-shaped opening in the coquina wall beside him, and before he knew what he was doing, he drew out the glass vial hidden in his robe pocket. The vial was a clean one from the mission’s infirmary. It was no longer than a man’s hand, with a narrow neck and a rounded lip meant to be sealed with a cork. The glass was clear, but imperfect from local artisans, bubbled and faintly green from the iron in the sand used to make it.
His letter was nestled inside. Corked and sealed with amber beeswax, the bottle made a watertight container to survive the ocean crossing back to Spain.

At his arm was a place where the uneven blocks were pocked with voids left between the fossilized shells in the stone. A deep natural crevice ran between two slabs with enough space for his purpose. 

His heart pounded in his ears as he pressed himself against the rough wall. His fingers pressed the gap and felt loose mortar. Trembling but purposeful, he pushed the sealed glass into the gap to wedge it between the gritty coquina surface. Smearing loosened mortar dust over the opening disguised the bottle from those who now hunted him. The wall looked like any other in a colony built of shell and prayer.

He slipped into the darkness near the fort, where he hoped to deliver the hidden letter before the royal ship left the harbor. Friar Mateo de la Cruz would mislead the man following him. Then he would return near dawn to recover the message in the bottle.
The disquieted cat interrupted the still night again with a nerve-shattering howl. The friar jumped at the noise, then resumed his walk down Treasury Street, whispering fervent prayers. He committed his mission to God’s justice, purpose, and plan, asking for another man of God to take it up if he could not fulfill it.
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Chapter 1
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Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.
Hebrews 13:8
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“Wait, Alex. Slow down and start over.” Quincy rolled his office chair away from the monitor screen on his desk and picked up his cell phone. He touched the speaker icon to turn it off and put the phone to his ear.

“Get back down here, Quincy, it’s the opportunity you asked for,” Alex blurted. He was an apprentice from Quincy’s last job, and he wanted to work with him again. “You’re free to take on the mystery project. The permissions from the city council came through, with the help of the archivist who gave you the information. You’re the boss of this research, and while the Catholic Church pays for it, any results are to your professional credit.”
Quincy pinched the tension from the muscles in his forehead, letting his mixed emotions roll over him. His heart leaped at this chance, but this was unlike anything he had worked on before. He faced an opponent who was not to be underestimated.
Alex’s tone urged him into action. “Quincy, you’ve taught me to follow intuition and a calling after praying about something. I’m not deaf to a clear yes from the Lord. Are you?”

A deep breath fortified Quincy as he straightened into his chair and glanced up at the clock on the wall. He needed to change clothes for his date to take his fiancée out for an early dinner on the island in Sea Pines. “I told Mercedes I’d be free to enjoy the end of the summer here and help her plan the wedding. The timing is bad, that’s all. I’ll talk to her and call you back as soon as I can.”
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Quincy made it all the way from the cottage Mercedes rented in Bluffton to the second bridge on Hilton Head Island before she stopped the small talk. “You’re distracted tonight, and it’s not my new dress. Anything you want to tell me?”

He glanced over at her with a fleeting smile of surprise before he looked to the road ahead. Traffic was getting worse every day as more people found out it was a great place to live and take a vacation. Many were aggressive drivers who were unused to congenial Southern traffic and the slower pace of life lived in Low Country time.
Mercedes looked out over the bridge railing and caught her breath at the view of the sunlight sparkling on the water. “Dolphins!” she exclaimed, leaning toward her window as if to be closer to them.
He grinned. “You can’t get to them from here. How many?”

She drew a deep sigh; her eyes locked on the playful animals for the fleeting seconds it took his Mercedes convertible to pass off the bridge onto the island. “Two.”

Quincy was uncertain what to say. There was no need, because she had a faraway look and her tone was wistful. “It’s unlikely that they’re Freedom and Liberty, with so many dolphins here.”
She sat back into her leather seat and looked over at him. “I doubt there’s any other couple in the world that can say two dolphins brought them back together.”
Scenes from that night flashed through his mind, though his eyes remained on the road. His heart raced with an adrenaline surge of the fear he felt for her that night. As he eased the car to a complete stop at the traffic light, he scowled as he turned to her. “It’s a miracle that you survived.”
Solemnly, she searched his eyes. “Yes,” she said. “Jesus deserves the credit, and his ways are not ours. He used two friendly dolphins to answer our prayers.”
The light turned green and cars around them started easing forward, so Quincy turned his attention back to the road. Beside him, Mercedes said, “Since that day, we’ve had a remarkable summer, haven’t we? And it’s not over yet, is it?”

His head jerked to look at her sharply before he guided his car from a traffic circle toward Sea Pines. “Of course not.” He drove a few moments in silence, then added, “Yes, this has been an unforgettable summer, and I don’t want to be without you by my side, ever again.”
Quincy drew up to the security gate, paid for entry, and eased his car on the way to a restaurant overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. He reached over for his fiancée’s hand, on which she wore his engagement ring, and she smiled. But it was a knowing smile. They both understood that he would find a way to answer her question about what he was so distracted about.
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“Of course you must go, and I’m going with you,” Mercedes said decisively as a server brought salads to their table. Quincy could not respond, since the server lingered to arrange food and light a candle, asking what more he could bring for them. But once he was out of earshot, Quincy took her hand across the table and said a quiet blessing over their food. He then glanced around to see if someone could hear their conversation, and he took a sip of his sparkling water, considering his next words.

“Mercedes, you said you needed a break to plan our wedding. Besides, this isn’t like your job. All I have is a hunch that I’m onto something I’m meant to do.”

Across the table, the romantic glow from the candle washed over his fiancée’s face, softening her tanned features and highlighting strands of her blonde hair. She set down her fork and swallowed a bite of her salad, raising her eyebrows. “In what ways is this different from my job?”

He searched for the right words to answer her, chewing another bite of his steak and gazing out over the ocean. There were so many ways he wanted to respond. She knew little about this project because he did not want her to see the similarity to her last job.

When he remained silent, Mercedes said, “You’re leaving out details about this opportunity for your own reasons. I respect that. But it has the stamp of a calling all over it, Quincy. You’re launching out with sketchy historical information that was given to you, and you say you have a hunch about it. What is a hunch if not guidance? Hasn’t intuition been a big part of my job over the past weeks?”

With a sheepish smile, he nodded. “Yes, but I left out the details for a good reason. You’ve had more spooky stuff haunt you in one summer than most people in this country experience in a lifetime.”
They locked eyes before she said, “Now I see. Are you expecting trouble and shielding me, or are you afraid my presence there will attract it? Because you know who I am, Quincy. I tried to escape my calling and became a cautionary tale. Are you doubting that you can live with this?”
There was no challenge in her tone, only an honest question, but he felt a stab of panic. He rushed to reach for her hand across the table. “I can and want to live with it,” he insisted. “The truth is, I’m drawn to living through these challenges with you. But in this project, I’m responsible for outcomes. I’m not sure I want to be an archaeologist in the first place, let alone be responsible for your safety.”
He blinked, surprised at his own answer. “I mean,” he stammered, “well, it was one thing to work as an archaeologist under my dad and as a consultant, but I gave up on archaeology as a career path when I settled down. I don’t want a life spent traveling the world, only a life spent here with you.”
Mercedes squeezed his hand, and her tone was urgent. “If we marry, you’re going to be responsible for my safety around the clock, working or playing, everywhere we are. We should be wary and smart about risks, but we aren’t called to live without them. What’s that saying? A ship in harbor is safe, but that’s not what ships are made for. Right? The night Jesus brought us back together—you saved my life. That wasn’t your job—you were there to catch a thief.”
Quincy nodded. “Not if we marry—when we marry. And all this is true, but this isn’t the place to explain what’s on my mind. Let’s enjoy dinner together. We’ll talk about this later.”
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After dinner, Quincy drove to Harbour Town, where he and Mercedes strolled hand in hand past the sleek yachts in the marina, the boutiques and restaurants, and the red and white striped lighthouse. Soon, they would be at the end of the pier to enjoy a beautiful view of the sunset.

He wished a decision about his immediate future did not loom before him, and he hated the uncertainty about how that decision would affect his relationship with Mercedes. The setting, the meal, and being with her made him long for peaceful, lazy days ahead to relax from a tough summer schedule and a job he was glad to have behind him.

Instead, he felt restless and uncertain. She had raised points he needed to deal with before putting on his archaeologist hat again and driving back to St. Augustine.

Mercedes leaned into the railing on the pier, looking down into the lapping water at low tide, then off into the western sky. But Quincy’s eyes were on her, lingering, noting her silhouette in the soothing cool greens and teals in the design of her dress. He took a deep breath of the soft breeze before wrapping his arms loosely around her waist. When she smiled and leaned back into him, he planted a kiss on her hair, catching a wafting light scent of bergamot and sandalwood.

He wished fleeting moments like these were common. It was his fault. They spent more time together before he took the last job in St. Augustine. When they were married, he would do all he could to be home.

“About your dress, honey, I noticed it,” he said softly. “I just forgot to say so. You’re right, when we’re together, you should have my attention. It’s embarrassing that my fiancée is so beautiful and my mind was miles away. I’m sorry.”

She half-turned her face back to him with a sad smile. “People say that’s how it is when couples marry. The conquest is over and real life dominates us.”

With a low groan, Quincy pulled her closer. “Let’s pray we’re not like those couples. Admit it, we have an outstanding track record of being different.”

Mercedes laughed just as the indescribable glow along the horizon lost its brilliance and twilight set in. With his mouth close to her ear, he asked her to go find a bench with him and watch the stars come out. 

When they found a perfect seat and settled close together, he draped his arm around her bare shoulders and watched as she used a phone app to see the constellations overhead. They were searching for the right shapes when a shooting star streaked across the velvety darkness.

“Wow!” Mercedes whispered. “Just think, if we were driving, or swimming, or doing anything we do on a typical evening, we might have missed this moment.”

Quincy sighed, and his eyes turned thoughtful. “I wonder how much we all miss, every day; chasing work, screens, and entertainment instead of just being quiet, thinking, and relaxing in nature.”

With his arm around her, he gave her a quick squeeze. “I don’t want to miss the things I should’ve done, like this
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