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            ECHOES OF SIN

          

        

      

    

    
      The unforgivable sin. An ex-minister. A created savior. The war between heaven and hell has begun…

      With a past shrouded in secrets and a future hidden in lies, a supernatural force awakes within the small town of Redemption that threatens to undo even creation itself.

      Once a minister, now a man lost in his faith, the last thing Nathan Hanlin wants is to be embroiled in a supernatural war that has nothing to do with him.

      Or does it?

      Being called the Protector of the human race is too unreal, and finding out he’s half-angel/demon only makes things more insane. So when his whole world collapses, Nathan does the only thing he can do…he runs.

      Except, there are supernatural beings on his trail, so there’s nowhere he can hide, especially in a town like Redemption, which no longer feels like home for him.

      Redemption used to be a sleepy town with one stop sign and one diner, and now it’s the center of a war between the Guardians and the Protectors, and at its core is Nathan and he’s tasked with undoing a mistake someone else made before time began.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      A huge shoutout to my VIP ADDICTS Subscription group.

      If it weren’t for you - I wouldn’t have published this particular book. I know it’s different but you embraced it and I appreciated it!

      So here’s a shout-out to those who are in the Ward and the Addicts tiers, but especially to the following for your constant encouragement:

      
        
        Jan, Kerrihend91, Jen B, Snowgirl1638

      

      

      

      If you want to become an Asylum Addict, join my VIP ADDICTS SUBSCRIPTION GROUP, where you’ll get to read whatever I write for free and before anyone else and even get some free stuff.   https://reamstories.com/jacksteen

      

      Click to check it out…no pressure, but if you do sign up, be sure to say hello in one of the posts, and I’ll raise a toast to you at the pub.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM JACK

          

        

      

    

    
      If you are a fan of my Asylum Confession series - this is a book that is somewhat ‘different’. I’m going to call this one a Jack Original.

      I wrote it years ago and I’ve tinkered with it over time. I’ve always had a fascination with the idea of the Nephalim and the decision angels made to become better than God himself. Why is there an unforgivable sin for them and not for us, human kind? I don’t have any answers, but I did have fun writing this story.

      I originally uploaded this to my VIP Addicts Subscription group and they convinced me to publish this for you to read.

      There are bad guys in this book.

      There are some good ones, too.

      There are demons and freaky happenings and things like Nephalim and torture and stuff.

      Read and enjoy it for what it is - a way for you to escape for a few hours.

      Enjoy the read.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      He stood motionless in the cold, sparse room, visions of what was to come played out in his mind.

      It was perfect.

      Fresh rat droppings, along with the stench of mold, urine, and sulphur, filled the air. The aroma aroused him.

      He rubbed his hands together as he viewed this small piece of paradise. The scorched cement blocks were a nice addition. The fingers of long-ago flames licked the walls and left burn patterns snaking toward the ceiling. The little cracks in the floor crisscrossed each other until the kaleidoscope of weeds peeping through the cracks decorated the floor. Ants and other insects scurried away from his boots as he walked around the room.

      Chains anchored to the walls promised torturous delight. Exactly what his guest deserved. Saliva pooled and dripped from his lips as he imagined the hell he was about to create for her.

      It was all for her.

      Innocent. Humble.

      A gift. For him.
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            THE RESTORER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NATHAN HANLIN

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      NATHAN

      

      It was time to say goodbye.

      Nathan laid his hand on the frigid tombstone and closed his eyes. The usual platitudes of prayer wouldn’t be welcomed. Not today. Not from him. She deserved more, even in death.

      He’d known this day was coming, that he would need to step away from everything that held him back. The man he used to be was no more. It was time to stop pretending there was even a glimmer of hope left.

      “I’m sorry Sue.” The grief of the loss threatened to bury him.  “I tried.”

      
        
        Sue Hanlin.

        Loved beyond time. Taken too soon.

      

      

      Nathan traced the words on the tombstone before he rose and dusted grass off his jeans. The moon cast an eerie glow throughout the cemetery, illuminating the tombstones around him. The silhouette of a bird perched atop an old stone cross was soon covered by mist as it rolled in off the lake.

      During the day, the cemetery was a serene setting sitting on the shore of Redemption Lake. But now, this time of night, nothing was peaceful about the atmosphere. He shivered as a cool breeze whisked around him.

      “Once upon a time was never enough. Not for us. Not for our love.” Nathan looked one last time at the tombstone before turning away.

      Once upon a time was meant for fairy tales, where true love conquered evil with a single kiss and a worthy prince slayed the dragon.

      Once upon a time, Nathan had been that prince.

      Now, he was the dragon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rotting carcasses littered the highway.

      Nathan Hanlin entered the twilight zone as he drove along the curving mountain road towards home from the cemetery. The remnants of ominous music played in his mind. If he didn’t know better, from the dark swelling clouds filling his rearview mirrors to the dust swirls up ahead, Nathan would think he’d entered his own private hell instead of just leaving it.

      Sentries of large black crows faced him on either side of the highway.

      His recent nightmare come true.

      For the past week his dreams were full of the reviling birds circling over a car wreck. Nathan shuddered at the memory. Crows were once used as messengers from the spirits, but if they were trying to tell him something, he sure as hell didn’t want to hear it.

      He rolled his shoulders, a weak attempt to ease a knot that had set in more than an hour ago. The highway lead toward Redemption, the small town he called home. Tonight, it stretched on forever. A chill had permeated his body hours ago. No amount of heat blasting from the vents could warm him up.

      One day the icy tendrils of death would leave him. One day. But not today. Never today.

      A horn blared behind him. A blur of black whizzed by, but he would recognize the bike anywhere. Eva Sine owned the only bike in the small town Redemption.

      “Crazy woman.” Her headlights danced their way across the darkened road as she maneuvered through the carcasses without a care.

      Any normal woman would have slowed down the moment the first dead animal appeared. Not Eva. Everything was a challenge to her.

      Even him.

      Swerving to miss another unrecognizable pelt, Nathan’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. The crows’ beady eyes followed him as he drove past. It was unreal how they perched there, their black wings tucked tight against their slick bodies. Only their eyes moved, tracking him, stalking him.

      He could have sworn they were looking directly at him. Not his vehicle. Him. As if they knew him.

      The large bronzed archway leading to Redemption approached in the distance. Nathan pushed his foot until the speedometer inched higher.

      Thirty feet ahead a barricade of large black crows were positioned beneath the large metal sign. Swirling clouds of dust sheathed the birds’ movements, an illusion of a huge black dust storm. Hundreds of eyes stared at him.

      You need us.

      Nathan jerked his foot off the pedal. What the...?

      He must have been more tired than he thought, which is not a good thing to be while driving on this road. His vehicle inched its way along, coming to a full stop right before the crows as their deafening caws filled the air.

      The side windows and windshield cracked as the multitude of crows flew at him, their screams filling the air. Nathan ducked his head to his steering wheel, hands over his ears.

      The glass shook from the impact.

      Nathan’s skin rippled from the onslaught of the invisible beaks poking at his skin. Fingers of dread funneled through his brain.

      He cried out in anguish, begging God for help.

      He jammed his foot on the gas, head barely raised above the steering wheel, and accelerated until he was past the swirling cascade.

      Nathan gasped and struggled to regulate his breathing, each attempt a fail. Once beneath the archway, he glanced in his rearview mirror. He half expected to see the mass follow him.

      Nothing.

      No crows, no swirl dust, nothing.

      The chaos had vanished.

      He hit the brakes, his toes cramping from the quick movement. He leaned forward, arms resting on the steering wheel. Scratch marks ran along the hood. Nicked, dented, and littered with stray feathers, his truck looked like it had been dragged into hell.

      Nathan went to reach for the door handle. His arms collapsed and chafed against the leather edge of the wheel before they fell onto his legs. His body shook as if an earthquake erupted beneath his feet, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. Pools of sweat poured down his face as they mingled with his tears.

      What. The. Hell. Just. Happened?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      JOANNE

      

      She, who could see all natural and supernatural, was blind.

      Joanne arched her body in an attempt to relieve the pressure of the unnatural twist to her wrists bound tight behind her bowed back. She cried out as she struggled to stand; her legs, frail and uncooperative, proved unable to support her aged body, and she crumpled to the floor.

      A noise roared ahead of her. Her body shook with the vibrations that resonated through the cold wood floor. The air held the stench of sulfur that lingered and settled into the pores of her flesh.

      Joanne gagged as the strength of the smell increased. An icy chill breeze teased her left cheek, and she twisted, desperate to escape the permeating odor, and gasped as a sharp object tore into her skin.

      The heavy thud of a footstep sounded off to her right. One after another until they stopped.

      Tremors shook her body as a hot, foul breath covered her.

      Jagged claws clenched her face. A cry escaped through her lips.

      Droplets of blood wound their way down her cheek, mixed in with her tears, and fell to her shoulder.

      A horrific sound echoed through Joanne’s mind.

      Fear filled her veins.

      “You are mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      NATHAN

      

      The streets were quiet as Nathan drove through town while his hands were still shaken from the recent attack. It didn’t make sense. The time it took to reach Redemption from the Pass flew by in his desperate attempt to reach home.

      When he first moved here to serve as Senior Pastor at Destiny Center, it reminded him of a town he’d seen in a Thomas Kinkade painting. Quaint and picturesque with white-picket fences, barking dogs, English gardens and the friendliest neighbors a person could ask for.

      Central Park, in the middle of town, was dark. The lights on the walnut tree, lights that were always on, weren’t.

      The walnut tree, transplanted in the early 1900s, was an integral part of the town. During the summer, parties, and town meetings were hosted beneath its extended branches and thick trunk. Throughout the year, it would be lit up with white lights strewn throughout its limbs, which would shine for miles.

      He’d even proposed under that tree.

      The thing about the walnut tree is that the lights were never out.

      Never.

      It was a proud fact even displayed on a plaque in front of the tree.

      The lights signified life, vitality, safety, and protection.

      An urban legend asserted if the lights weren’t ever on, their town would be destroyed.

      Nathan never believed the legend until now.

      Now, he wasn’t sure what he believed anymore.

      Nathan pulled into the parking lot outside of the small Second Chances cafe. When he’d first moved here, he couldn’t get over the names of the streets, stores, and even the churches. Everything was tied back to Redemption.

      Everything, since time began was tied back to the concept of redemption.

      Despite the late hour, he hoped Jack, the owner of the cafe, or his feisty wife, Kate, would take pity on him and serve him a piece of the homemade apple crumb pie he knew would be waiting for him. Kate saved him a piece every night.

      Or maybe Kate baked him a special cake. If anyone remembered, it’d be her. This year, he was okay if someone remembered.

      When he pulled on the door, he was surprised to find it locked. He tapped on the glass with his knuckles and waited for Kate to lift her head from the counter she was wiping down. When she motioned with her hand for him to come in, he pulled on the handle again. With brows raised, Kate walked out from behind the counter.

      “Are you just now getting back?” Kate held the door open for him.

      Nathan nodded.

      “You shouldn’t stay there so long. Surrounding yourself with death won’t help you live—” Her lips pursed at Nathan’s glare, but she didn’t finish her sentence.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d tried to talk to him about his visits to his wife’s grave.

      Kate was important to him, and he didn’t like the dark circles beneath her eyes. He didn’t even have to ask, he knew they were because of him.

      Her unraveled silver hair escaped from her carefully coiled bun, and wisps of curly hair fluffed all over her head. The sound of her shuffled feet filled the diner as she grabbed a half-full pot of coffee.

      Lukewarm and old was better than the sludge he made at home.

      Nathan sat on one of the ripped red leather stools at the counter and glanced around. Three men remained in the store.

      He nodded at Basil and the other man who sat with him in a booth nursing cups of coffee. Jack, Kate’s husband, raised his cup as a salute to Nathan. The other man in the booth sat motionless with his head turned, looking out the window, not moving or making a sound.

      Setting the cup of coffee down in front of him, Kate rested her elbows on the counter and gestured to the men.

      “Well, Rev, we’ve got an old grump who won’t go home,” Kate said in a stage whisper. “Basil there has been playing with his cold cup of coffee for over an hour now.”

      “Coffee?” Nathan twisted his head to look at the old man. “Bay, are you sick?”

      “Watch the dark. That’s when they get you,” Bay grumbled as he scooted out of the booth. He placed a bill on the counter and dragged his feet over to the door.

      Ole’ Bay mystified Nathan. He always had. He was a fixture of Redemption from the days of old, or so it seemed. Nathan didn’t think he’d ever heard him utter anything sensible or even understandable.

      Watch the dark? That’s when who gets you?

      Bay toward the door, gave him a slap on the back and he passed by and stumbled out the door. Drunk like usual.

      Kate locked the door behind the old man. With drooping shoulders, she grabbed the last slice of apple pie for Nathan.

      Rachel Gibbons, one of his best friends, made the best homemade pie around, and she always brought one into the diner around dinner time for him to enjoy.

      They always met here, at the diner, instead of at each other’s homes. A habit from his ministry days. Never be alone with a woman - friend or not. Always have witnesses around. Too many of his old friends had been caught in traps they couldn’t get out of because they weren’t careful.

      Struggling not to let his disappointment show that the pie wasn’t cake, Nathan patted the red vinyl stool beside him and waited for Kate to sit and rest her feet.

      “I never thought Basil would leave,” Kate sighed. “The old man came in over an hour ago and asked for a cup of coffee. Basil drinking coffee.” Kate shook her head. “There was a time when he would only drink tea. If Jose was still around...” She pursed her lips. “You know he doesn’t come in here very often anymore. Jack says it’s cause I remind him of another time, another life. When he was happy.” Her weary smile carries a hint of sadness. “Now, he’d rather nurse his JD over at the Powder Horn Saloon.”

      Nathan glanced over his shoulder and stared at the lone man left in the booth. Something about the man didn’t sit right with him. He seemed too still and out of place.

      “Are you waiting for someone to come by?” Kate nudged his shoulder.

      “No, but who’s the guy in the booth? How long has he been there?” Nathan said out of the corner of his mouth.

      “What man?”

      “In the booth, he’s been staring out that window since I arrived,” Nathan said.

      “Rev, I think maybe you’ve had too much coffee for the night. There’s no man sitting anywhere in this diner, except the one beside me asking me silly questions. Why don’t you head off home and get some sleep since you obviously need it? That booth is empty.”

      He’s not seeing things, is he?

      Nathan pushed himself off the stool and faced the booth where there was a man, regardless of what Kate said.

      A distance of six feet was between him and the stranger. With each step he took, a numbing sensation worked its way up his legs, tingling, until he could barely lift the dead weight of his feet off the ground.

      Nathan strained against the effort, physically lifting his legs by sheer will until he reached the booth.

      He looked for identifying features, trying to place the man, sure he’d seen him before. But his eyes wouldn’t focus on any one spot. The more he stared, the more difficult it became. It was as if he was looking out through a train window, speeding by buildings that bled together the harder he looked.

      Nathan scrunched his eyes, hoping to clear them, but all they did was sting. He forced them open.

      Two steps away, Nathan leaned forward and placed his hands down. A wave of exhaustion and incredible sadness overwhelmed him the moment he touched the table.

      The man’s head twisted, and his black eyes narrowed as his focus turned from the window. Immobile, Nathan fought to breathe while a black haze floated across his vision. He stared deep into the man’s gaze until he lost himself in the pool of darkness.

      Indescribable horrors flashed through his mind.

      Images of lightning, fire, and wings played for him. A child’s cry. A woman’s scream.

      Nathan shook his head. The grip of fear diminished as he turned away from the man in the booth. The physical effects vanished with each breath he took. His feet no longer cemented, Nathan whipped around, only to find the object of his inspection no longer there.

      Nathan searched the diner, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man. Confusion overwhelmed him. Was he losing his mind? Oh God, he hoped not. Not now. Not like--

      “Nathan, come on now, honey. You just come with me.” Kate grabbed onto his hand and led him to the front door.

      “I’m crazy, just like her,” Nathan muttered as his head throbbed.

      “I doubt that. I think your mind is usually quite clear.”

      “I swear there was a man inside your diner. When I looked into his eyes, I saw hell. Literally. And earlier, I was attacked by a demonic swarm of crows.”

      “Nathan, honey, I think you need to go home and get some sleep. You look exhausted.” Kate left him at the front door and ambled over to the small kitchen sink hidden underneath the counter, placing Nathan’s dirty dish and cup in there.

      “Kate, my mind isn’t playing tricks.”

      “Honey, you’re tired. You keep runnin’, too afraid to face your inner demons,” Kate waved her hand at him. “Don’t look so surprised. You’re not that good of an actor. You rarely go home at night, instead, holing up in your office where you think no one notices. Go. Home.” She pointed to the door. “You don’t have to face those demons tonight, but you do need to sleep on something other than your office couch.”

      How did she know? He’d never told a single soul the truth about what had happened.

      “Promise me you’ll go home and get some sleep?” She patted Nathan on the cheek as he stood there puzzled.

      He backed away as plumes of black smoke jetted out of the exhaust when she turned the key. It was time to either park this old piece of junk out in the field or fix it.

      Maybe he’d talk Jack into donating it to the high school shop class.

      Nathan hoped Kate noticed he didn’t make any promises to her. He wouldn’t do that to her, especially when he knew he wouldn’t be keeping them. Going home in the evenings wasn’t an option Nathan usually considered. Tonight, though, might be an exception.

      Demons from his past couldn’t be any worse than the ones he’d already faced tonight.

      He’d grown up with a crazy mother who saw spirits in every corner. She always told him he had the gift, something he vehemently denied. Why would he be proud of a gift that destroyed his mother?

      No. Nothing could be worse than what he’d already experienced.
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