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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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“So, his heritage is ‘landed gentry,’ blended with an honorary line of ‘Lord’ so-and-so, and Knight so-and so. The assassin who spared him a few weeks ago at Majestic Oaks in Charleston said it was because of Quincy’s family’s long and distinguished service to England that he spared his life. Mercedes, you’ve known him since you were born, so why have you two never talked about his aristocratic background?”
Mercedes Ellison held her cellphone to her ear, huffed, and looked both ways before stepping off the curb to cross the street in the small town of Bluffton, South Carolina. “He never asked me to marry him before, Jana, and all that peerage and honorific titles stuff confuses me. Americans just don’t think like that.”
She reached the sidewalk to a popular local park and caught her breath. It was one of those Lowcountry mornings in August when the temperature was still bearable, but the air was like breathing in a sauna. Instinctively, she glanced around to be certain there were people nearby and nothing looked suspicious before she spoke on her phone again. 

“Jana, I’m just trying to explain why I’m hesitating about planning a wedding. Quincy’s grandparents hoped he’d marry a lady from a titled old British family. Then the entire world went upside down and people resented those titles, and Quincy and his dad left archaeology, changing their career plans and country of residence. His grandparents were already in upheaval, selling family properties or turning them into commercial ventures. That’s why they came to live here.”

Mercedes sighed and turned to watch children playing in an ingenious pirate ship built with slides and a gym. Some of them squealed in delight, ignoring the heat, their hair already plastered to their foreheads with sweat. Their laughter was contagious, and she grinned.

Jana sounded sympathetic. “I have heard that change is hard for older folks.”

“If so, they’re kind enough not to complain around me. Quincy followed his father’s footsteps by becoming engaged to an American woman, so they are losing another generation of connections to the society they grew up in. It’s crumbling anyway, but it must be unsettling for them. His grandparents are wonderful people, Jana. I don’t mean to come across as if they are a problem. I want them to feel appreciated, and that’s partly why I’m so conflicted about how to make our wedding something they will approve of, while still pleasing the American side of our families.”

“Yeah, back in the day, their wedding was probably a society event. But you said Quincy’s grandparents aren’t the real problem. Then what is?”

Mercedes bit her lip, glanced around again, and raked her hand through her hair. “I don’t want to be the reason Quincy leaves his heritage behind.”

Jana groaned. “Oh, Mercedes! You aren’t the reason! Listen, he made that decision before he moved here, before you got back together, before asking you to share his life with him. I mean, would it be so bad to be the ‘Lady of the Lake’ or whatever?”

Mercedes burst out laughing and her mounting tension dissipated. She turned to face the street, eyeing the house she planned to walk past when she set out. She had admired it ever since moving to her rented cottage for the summer. Something about the crisp red shutters against the white siding, the gracious deep porches with inviting wicker seating, and the uniquely carved trim moldings always turned her head.

Then she looked back to the park, where a child in a superhero cape conspired with another boy wearing a tee shirt sporting the same superhero. “This isn’t a Regency novel, Jana. It’s my life,” she mused. “Titles come with responsibility and baggage. 

A sudden shriek made her spin around, and what she saw made her heart jump. “Jana, did you hear that? I’ve gotta go—I’ll call you back later.”

Stuffing her phone in her pocket, Mercedes watched for traffic and then ran across the narrow street. An older woman stood grasping the railing on her veranda, looking stunned and sobbing hysterically. She had gray hair pulled back into a short ponytail, and she wore a loose cotton blouse over capris, but she had the look of another time and place. 

Mercedes heard footsteps behind her as she rushed up the old wooden stairs. “Mary Lou,” she gasped. “Mary Lou, what’s wrong?”

Her eyes met the woman’s wild gaze, then she glanced down to see a lean young man in sweaty jogging clothes arrive at the bottom stair. He claimed to be a doctor and breathlessly asked if he could help. A young lady wearing a bright yellow bandana arrived almost at the same time and stood looking up at them, introducing herself in a thick Southern accent as Tricia, an off-duty EMT.

But Mary Lou ignored them, gulping several times and keeping her hazel eyes locked on Mercedes, who saw her desperation and set the weight of her hand on the woman’s thin shoulder to calm her. Then she said gently, “See, we’re all here to help, Mary Lou. Tell us how.” 

“Inside—inside,” Mary Lou blurted, and she began sobbing again. Brokenly, she said, “It’s Doran, my brother—back in his studio!” 

Mercedes’ heart fell, and dread swept over her, but so did the adrenaline rush she would need to help this distraught neighbor. In an instant, she knew why the doctor and the EMT were providentially on the scene. “Is the studio door unlocked?”

The woman nodded, shuddering, putting her work-worn hands over her time-weathered face. Mercedes looked around at the waiting young doctor and the anxious EMT. With her free hand, she pointed toward the backyard. “We’re so grateful you’re both here! Something has happened to Mary Lou’s brother, in the studio behind the main house. Go past a connecting passage to a garage-type building with skylights and a glass door. I’ll join you in a few minutes, after I call my friend to stay with Mary Lou.”
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Mercedes’ landlady and good friend Lois kept her distraught neighbor, Mary Lou, on the other end of her phone for the few minutes it would take her to arrive at her house. Mercedes hurried to join the doctor and Tricia and see if she could help.

The studio door was propped open, and as she hurried through it from the bright sunshine, she encountered the familiar smells of a place where art is created. There was a wafting scent of acrylic gesso. This was a relief, because it meant the artist used acrylics. Even with good ventilation, oil painting supplies gave her a raging headache. 

Her eyes adjusted and she glanced around. The art space was enormous and mostly open, though head-high shelving partitioned off some sections. Research on the house had revealed that this studio had formerly served alternately as a garage and workshop.

Overhead, the drone of an annoying, faint buzzing sound made her pause. She looked up at the rafters, hoping it came from outdated fluorescent lighting or equipment. But she shivered, her instincts saying it was something else.

Something she had heard before. 

Blank canvases leaned against a bare wooden wall, and shrink-wrapped large frames hung on racks. Warped, aging plywood shelves were paint-spattered and loaded with paint bottles and tubes, brushes, palette knives, water containers, towels, and other artist tools. Mysterious draping covered the artwork resting on half a dozen rickety, paint-stained wooden easels.  

Except for one. It was apparently the artist’s work in progress, because the doctor and Tricia had just found the artist on the concrete floor in front of it. Mercedes heard them stifle expressions of surprise and dismay, and she tore her eyes from the shocking painting to go see if she could help.

A nearby easel had crashed to the floor and lay broken. Red, yellow, and black paint were splashed and dried over the area. At least, she hoped the red splotches were indeed paint. The doctor was checking for signs of life in a person on the floor—Doran? But the young EMT was staring at Doran’s face.

Mercedes took a tentative step forward to have the same view, then gasped before clapping her hands to her mouth. Her knees felt weak, and she staggered a few steps back into the wall. She shuddered, wanting to drag her eyes away. But she could not.

Tricia came to stand in Mercedes’ line of sight. She noticed how shaken Mercedes was and gently took her arm to lead her away. “There’s nothing we can do for him now, honey,” she said in a low voice. Compassion filled her coffee-brown eyes. “He’s been gone for hours. Just stand over here while I call for help, okay now?”

“But—his face—” Mercedes rasped.

The young EMT sighed and glanced back at the body of the artist with a troubled look. “Yes. I know. It’s a first for me, too.”

While Tricia made a call to report what they had found and ask for help, the doctor came over. He nodded, a signal that he would keep Mercedes away from the disturbing sight of the body. The EMT wandered toward the open studio door, answering questions over the phone.

Mercedes wished the two medical pros would simply tell her to stay put. After all, she was not hysterical, and she understood the need to keep a distance in case this was a crime scene. If they knew what she had seen this summer, they would not treat her as if she were an impulsive child.

But they did not know, and she was glad. She meant to keep it that way.

Averting her eyes, she turned to the painting she saw earlier. The doctor noticed her interest. “That’s not the work he’s known for. I collected one of Marlowe’s old paintings, a waterfall landscape, from a time when he explored Africa. A small one for him, but magnificent, painted on location and shipped back. I grew up spending summers here in Bluffton, and he was a legend among my friends. We kept up with local news about his dangerous adventures. Quite a character.”

Mercedes cleared her throat, but her voice still sounded brittle in her ears. “Thank you for giving me that perspective about his life. What do you make of the painting he was working on last night?”

“It’s a dark fantasy from a deeply troubled mind, and frankly, it unnerves me. A commission, perhaps. Any thoughts?”

She hesitated, studying the scene, wondering whether to be straightforward. Did he want her opinion about the painting, or was he trying to keep her distracted because a very dead man with a look of terror frozen on his face was only feet away?

It was tricky to talk to people she just met about her real thoughts. This doctor may have no spiritual beliefs, and this was no place for a discussion on invisible beings and realms or the existence of heaven and hell—or which destination the artist was currently living in for eternity.

Displayed on the easel was a depiction of two realities happening at once, both seen and unseen, earthly temporal, and endless spiritual time. The bottom was Dante-like, an infinite black abyss or underground tunnel where grotesque half-animal creatures tortured what must be human souls. The acts being committed were vile and unspeakable, so she quickly looked up instead. Humans were on land above, unaware of the hellish realm below their feet, bowing in worship before an altar where another human was being sacrificed. Blood was being collected into a goblet and it stained the altar, and a sky over the scene was blood-red. Behind the altar stood a massive statue of something like a chimera, part human, part animal, part male, part female, with chilling black, blank eyes. 

But it was the being that was concealing itself behind the statue, through an open hole in an upright slab of rock, that made Mercedes’ heart race. She knew it, yet she didn’t. The hideous evil entity held a glowing round orb-like object, twirling a crooked claw-like finger over it as if controlling the minds and actions of the humans that bowed to the statue. Perhaps the artist was working on the being but didn't finish it because he was interrupted.

Mercedes jerked back to reality when flashing lights raced over the shadowy areas on the walls of the studio through the windows. She heard Tricia’s velvety deep voice greeting law enforcement and handling their questions.

Knowing her time left in private with the doctor was short, Mercedes looked over at him. “Yes, I have some thoughts. The most important one is that I believe Doran Marlowe encountered the being he was portraying in the painting. And he never finished the image.”  
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“The bruises are typical for a fall to the floor, perhaps even from stumbling over that overturned easel,” reported the young doctor to an officer in the studio. He slipped his driver’s license identification into the pocket of his running shorts. “But I’ve never heard of any natural cause of death in which the deceased had such an expression on his face. I suggest looking for a hallucinogen and running tests on anything he ate or drank from. The same goes for any candles, incense, or such things that may have been burning.”

The officer jotted down notes and nodded. “Are you suggesting suicide or foul play, Dr. Kirk?” he asked brusquely. 

The doctor hesitated, looking around again for clues and rubbing his neck. “Not necessarily. He may have picked up some substance in his international traveling days and just used too much by mistake. I’m an acquaintance of the deceased man and even collected one of his older paintings. I can tell you he feared nothing, and his life was an adrenaline rush. He used to be a guide to places in the world where none of us would go. If your team is on the way and the coroner doesn’t mind a tag-a-long, I’d like to hear his opinion.”

“And how did you come to be here today, sir?” asked the officer.
The doctor explained that he heard Mary Lou scream as he was jogging near the house. “I never jog with earphones in, don’t believe in it,” he continued. He pointed to Mercedes. “This young woman was on the scene first, comforting Marlowe’s sister and trying to discover what was wrong. But we haven’t met yet.”
He smiled and stuck out his hand to shake hers. Mercedes offered her own and noticed his grip was firm and confident. He said, “I’m Jansen Kirk.”

She gave him a slight smile and nodded. “Mercedes Ellison.” 

The officer’s head jerked up from his notes and he studied her. “Did you say—you’re Mercedes Ellison? Uh, I need some identification, please.”

Mercedes exchanged a knowing look with him and fished in her shorts pocket. Her mouth went dry as she handed him her South Carolina driver’s license. She resisted rolling her eyes as she thought, yes, I’m Mercedes Ellison, and yes, through no design of my making, I’m in the middle of another bizarre mess this summer!

After studying the information and photo on her license, the officer was much less formal than before. “Charleston is your home address,” he stated, and his voice had an edge of excitement. He almost gushed as he introduced himself as Officer Cordero and asked her how she came to be in Bluffton at the Marlowe house.

“I’ve never met the deceased—uh, Mr. Marlowe, that is. I’ve only known his sister, Mary Lou, for a few weeks. We met through my work with a local historical society. I’m an architectural historian, and she contracted me for some required official paperwork to be filed before remodeling this house. It’s true that I’m from Charleston, but I’m spending the summer in Bluffton, in a rented cottage just down the street from here. My landlady is with Mary Lou Marlowe right now, in the main house, if you’d like to check with her. She and Mary Lou know one another from years past.”

Officer Cordero’s dark head bobbed as he jotted down notes. Another law enforcement vehicle and an ambulance pulled into the wide sandy parking area, without sirens or flashing lights, so the officer excused himself to go meet them.

Mercedes turned to find the doctor staring at her. He wore a puzzled half-smile and said, “You must be famous for your name to perk up the ears of an officer of the law. Or is ‘infamous’ the right description?”

She sighed and rubbed her forehead, feeling suddenly weary. Sweat trickled down inside her shirt from the sweltering humidity that made the temperature in Bluffton feel like it was well over a hundred degrees.

“I’ve had an eventful summer,” she replied. Then she looked back up at him. “Your name is recognizable as well. Are you descended from the historic local Kirk family, as in Kirk’s Bluff, the Kirk homes that were burned during the Civil War, and the graves in the Zion cemetery near the Baynard mausoleum—the one with the upended torch consuming itself?”

The grin faded, and he blinked his surprise. “Yes. Distant relations—very distant. You really have done your homework about the area, Miss Ellison.” Then he looked at her hands for rings. “Or is it Mrs.?”

“Miss, for now. I’m engaged.”

“Dr. Kirk!” called a man in the driveway, and his badge flashed in the sunshine as he beckoned. The doctor nodded back, and Mercedes rushed to say, “Thanks for helping, and I hope someone can solve this mystery soon. I really have nothing else to offer, so I’ll check on Mary Lou. Goodbye.”

“Wait,” Dr. Kirk blurted, putting out a hand to her but taking a step backward toward the waiting group. “Hey, can I see you again—to talk about that painting, and about what’s happened? I’d like to check in on Doran’s sister while you are with her.”

Mercedes hesitated, then kept her tone noncommittal. “I plan to work here at the house if she wants to proceed with plans she and her brother made for the property. If you check on Mary Lou, you can send word to me through her. My friend Lois, or I will come over.”

She turned toward the house, away from the flashing lights, curious bystanders along the road, and many voices around her buzzing with reports and speculations about the body found in the studio. 

Her footsteps crunched on the sand and oyster shell driveway. It was oddly comforting, a grounding, familiar sound from her summer spent here in an earthy town bathed in sunshine.
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