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  To My Family
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Thank you my son, baby boy Carson Wisham, mom and dad. Belinda Jo and Kenneth Mark Wisham, and my Grandmother and grandfather Barbara Ann and Evertt Ray Mitchell. For believing in me when no one else did. Even though everyone I mentioned besides my mother and son, have passed away. I love you all so much. 






  
  Preface
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There are stories that refuse to die. They whisper through the blood, through time, through the faint pulse of a name remembered only by the wind. Luke Ash-Cloud was one such whisper. He began not as a hero, nor even as a man, but as a wound — a question carved from loss. In his storm, I found what all writers must eventually face: that creation is a form of confrontation. Every word written was a battle against silence, every page an act of rebellion against the dark. To write him was to bleed and to build — to craft meaning out of ruin. 
When I began this saga, I believed I was writing about vampires, werewolves, storms, gods, and monsters. I thought it was myth — a canvas painted with fangs and fire. Instead, I discovered I was chronicling the anatomy of grief, the inheritance of memory, and the parts of ourselves we sacrifice to protect what we love. Every sword raised in these pages is not forged of silver or steel, but of regret and longing — the desperate wish to undo what cannot be undone. The more I wrote, the more I realized that fantasy is only truth wearing armor, and every monster is a mirror we are too afraid to face.
The world of Midnight Madness and Blood Reckoning was never meant to be beautiful. It was meant to be honest. Because honesty, when spoken through shadow, burns brighter than any light. The characters who dwell here — Luke, Lily-May, Seraphine, and even the Darkness itself — are not inventions. They are reflections of every part of me I once tried to bury. They are proof that even in fiction, truth has teeth, and it bites hardest when you look directly into it.
When I speak of the Darkness, I am not only describing a god or an ancient enemy. I am naming the quiet, relentless voice that lives within us all — the one that whispers that it’s easier to give up than to fight, that surrender is safer than hope. It wears many masks: grief, doubt, temptation, fear. But it always speaks in the same familiar tongue: You cannot win. Writing this story was my way of answering back. It was learning to speak the language of storms — to shape defiance into words and light into resistance.
Luke Ash-Cloud’s journey has never been merely a chronicle of battles or curses. It is the anatomy of defiance. He is a man torn between the divine and the doomed, carrying both the blood of storms and the sins of his ancestors. When he fights, it is not for glory or vengeance, but to remember — to prove that he is more than what destiny has written. And when he falls, as he always does, his act of rising again becomes something sacred — the truest form of rebellion against despair. Through him, I learned that survival is not victory, but persistence with purpose.
Lily-May’s story is no less holy. She is the balance Luke could never hold — the embodiment of love as both salvation and weapon. Through her, I discovered that gentleness can be fierce and that devotion, when it refuses to yield, burns brighter than any divine flame. She is the vampire who bleeds humanity back into a cursed man’s heart, the echo of compassion reborn in a world that has forgotten mercy. She stands for every mother, lover, and guardian who has ever chosen suffering so that someone else might live.
And then there is Seraphine — born between storm and fang, between creation and oblivion. She is the pulse of this myth, the fragile reminder that every generation inherits both the strength and the sins of those who came before. She carries her father’s light and her mother’s hunger, a child of contradiction and consequence. Within her burns the echo of the Darkness itself — not as an enemy, but as possibility. Through her, I learned that rebirth demands the courage to face what once destroyed you.
In writing Seraphine, I confronted what every creator eventually must: that our creations do not belong to us. They grow, they redefine us, and sometimes they break us open to rebuild us differently. She did all three. She forced me to stop writing about mere survival and to start writing about transformation. It was no longer enough for my characters to endure — they had to become. And in their becoming, I found a reflection of my own.
Blood Reckoning was never meant to be a sequel. It was meant to be an echo — a resonance through time, memory, and meaning. The end of one story was never an ending, but the inheritance of another. This book is the third heartbeat of a creature made from myth: first came Midnight Madness, then Blood for Blood, and now this — the return of the storm to its origin. Every page is the sound of thunder coming home.
To those who have followed this world from its first breath, I offer gratitude deeper than words. You have walked through ash and lightning beside me. You have watched gods die and mortals rise, seen monsters become human and humans become myth. You have believed in this storm long enough to feel its rain. And to those opening these pages for the first time — welcome. This story will not comfort you, but it will not abandon you either. It will hand you truth — raw, unpolished, and alive.
There will be loss in these pages, and sacrifice, and moments where the light flickers too faint to trust. But there will also be courage, tenderness, and the quiet belief that love, once freely given, is indestructible. This is a tale that insists the soul can survive any darkness — even its own. I did not write this book to entertain; I wrote it to remember. Because sometimes, remembering is the only thing that keeps us from vanishing completely. Sometimes memory is the last form of prayer.
The Ash-Cloud Saga began as a whisper and grew into thunder. I have walked beside these characters through war and silence, through fire and rebirth. I have watched them die and rise again — not for immortality, but for meaning. That, perhaps, is the greatest truth beneath all this blood and magic: immortality is not living forever but leaving behind something that refuses to die. So, when you read what follows, do not look for heroes. Look for survivors — those who walk through ruin and still choose to build.
If you find yourself in the storm, know this: every tempest carries a name, and one day, it will call you home. This is my storm — my defiance, my remembrance, my offering. And now, I give it to you.
— Joshua Luke Wisham
 Author of the Midnight Madness Saga






  
  Introduction
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Before the dawn ever learned to speak light into the sky, there was only the hum of creation — a soundless pulse echoing through the void. From that silence came the first dream, and from the dream, the first betrayal. The Creator Goddess, called by many names but feared most as the Darkness, shaped the world from her shadow and sealed her essence within it. Every living soul was born from her breath, yet bound by her decree: that nothing perfect may endure. And so the world fractured — light became rebellion, and shadow became law. The universe itself was her heartbeat, but one beat faltered, and that pause became the birthplace of mortality.
When the first fire burned against her will, it was a declaration of defiance. The ancient gods fell to war, and among their ashes rose mortal kind — frail, brilliant, and cursed with choice. The Ash-Cloud line began as keepers of that choice, born of storm and oath. They were neither divine nor damned, but something in between — the spark of thunder in human form. Each generation carried the memory of the first rebellion in their blood, paying the price of courage with the currency of loss. Their name became a warning and a promise both: defy, and endure.
Luke Ash-Cloud was born beneath an eclipsed moon — a child of omen and sorrow. His first cry split the storm that raged above the Hollow, where his ancestors once bled for the right to stand against gods. He grew in the shadow of that history, learning early that every dawn demanded a sacrifice. His father, Kenneth, believed destiny could be unmade with steel; his mother believed it could be softened with love. Both were right, and both were wrong. When they fell, Luke inherited not their peace, but their war.
The Darkness did not simply curse the Ash-Cloud bloodline — it remembered them. Her will lingers like smoke in their lungs, whispering doubt into every heartbeat, testing every act of hope. To her, they are reminders of imperfection that dared to speak against eternity. To Luke, she is not a deity, but the shape of every unanswered prayer. He does not seek salvation from her. He seeks reckoning.
It is said that when gods wage war, the sky itself forgets how to breathe. The world of Midnight Madness bears the scars of those divine tempests — oceans turned black, forests that hum with old grief, and ruins that pulse faintly with divine residue. Humanity has learned to live between those scars, calling them home. Villages rise beside graves older than memory; children are taught to pray not for safety, but for courage. And still, beneath every whispered prayer, the Darkness listens. Waiting. Smiling.
But this story is not about the gods who shaped the world. It is about those who walk its broken soil and refuse to kneel. It is about Luke, whose blood hums with the remnants of storms, and Lily-May, whose heart beats with the light of forbidden love. It is about the weight of inheritance — how one man must carry the sins of the divine and decide whether to cleanse them or become them. In their struggle, the line between human and myth will blur until both are indistinguishable. For even in shadow, there are embers that refuse to die.
And so begins Ashes of Dawn. The age of silence ends where the first sword is lifted, and the breath of rebellion fills the lungs of the last heir. The forest waits. The Hollow remembers. The Goddess stirs. And the storm, once broken, begins again.






  
  Ashes Of Dawn
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The forest never slept. Even at dawn, when the sky glowed with streaks of orange. When the birds normally whispered tentative notes. The trees held a profound silence—a stillness deeper than quiet. It was a primordial hush, an oppressive presence belonging to the wild edges of Midnight Madness, their cursed world. Luke Ash-Cloud grew up within that silence. It clung to his family’s ancient land like a sickness, a shroud woven from fear and regret. He knew its source, a bitter truth no one dared speak: the forest's stillness was the price of blood. Not just any blood, but blood spilled in defiance of an original power. 
The elders whispered it was a debt levied by the Creator Goddess, the Darkness. Though no one spoke Her name loudly or of the defiance that birthed the curse, Luke heard the whispers. They mingled ancient lore with frightened gossip. The Ash-Clouds, they said, defiled the sacred dark, destined to pay until their name was dust. Luke told himself he didn’t care, burying whispers beneath chores and the weight of his father’s sword. Yet, the name haunting him most wasn’t his own. It was his father, Kenneth Ash-Cloud. A man of storms—broad-shouldered, quick with laughter, quicker with rage.
He carried pride and scars in equal measure, the measure by which Luke weighed every shadow, always falling short. Kenneth was the hero of untold stories, and the subject of the one tale Luke couldn’t escape. He was dead—not by war, which offered dignity, nor by age, which granted peace, not even by sickness. Kenneth Ash-Cloud was devoured by something ancient and sentient, a void leaving Luke with unanswered questions. Villagers claimed a beast prowling the cursed Black Hollow on the blood moon had killed him. Kenneth went out, fearless and consumed by pride, never returning whole.
His body was found torn apart, the wounds impossibly wide, supernatural in excess. But Luke, too young to accompany his father, remembered the aftermath. The smell: not of simple gore, but ozone and frost, a metallic tang of deep time. The claw marks burned with a darkness that didn’t fade, a stain corrupting even the ground around his father’s corpse. His mother wept a frantic, broken sound. His siblings screamed, running from horror. But Luke stared, unable to look away from the blackened wound. In that raw ruin, he swore he saw movement—a coiling absence of light. Something alive. Something laughing.
That night, Luke learned the truth: what killed his father wasn't a beast; it was a force. The Darkness. He hadn’t a proper name then, not until his mother's feverish weeks revealed the forbidden lore. The Darkness was Her, the Creator Goddess, and the curse was her retribution. She was the cosmic shadow, the Ash-Clouds mere motes in her sight. The realization forged him. The same Darkness that plagued his family, tearing his father apart, was the entity he swore, even as a boy, to destroy. A fool's oath to kill a god, but it kept the silence from consuming him.
The morning mist curled low through the trees as Luke stood at the edge of his family’s land, breath fogging before him. The forest smelled of wet earth, pine, and a faint metallic tang of old corruption. He adjusted his grip on the woodcutter's axe—a poor substitute for the weapon he craved. Luke hadn't slept well in days, the curse heavier, the air colder. He knew the signs; the Darkness was stirring. He paused, axe resting on his shoulder, surveying the land.
The Ash-Cloud holdings were a small clearing carved from the forest—weathered cabin, a place of perpetual battle against a wilderness reclaiming its own. The boundary marked by ancient runestones, faintly glowing wards of long-dead kin. Every night, he traced them with fingers, praying to the other gods of Midnight Madness, those not sworn to his ruin. Lily-May urged him to rest, her emerald eyes heavy with worry. "You're fighting shadows, Luke," she whispered last night, her voice husky. "Kenneth's death was years ago. You'll destroy yourself before the curse does."
He turned from her, guilt sharpening his sleeplessness. How could he rest? Each dawn marked a war's start he hadn’t yet won, ticking to the Darkness's return. The Ash-Cloud line thinned toward extinction. Kenneth gone, the Hollow devouring his memory. His mother buried, heartbroken, drained by grief and divine rot. Siblings scattered or dead from unnatural illness. Luke, the last heir, only twenty-three, bore years heavier than men twice his age. The legacy of defiance and doom weighed his every muscle.
A crow broke silence overhead, wings scattering mist with harsh, metallic caws before disappearing into the black heart of the trees. Luke watched it go, cold unease prickling his neck. "Crows never come this far east," he muttered, words low and growled. The Black Hollow lay south, the eastern tree-line guarded by ancient wards. Yet a branch snapped behind him. Luke moved before conscious thought. The woodcutter's axe dropped as he reached for his father's sword.
The heirloom blade was old, edges blackened where Kenneth’s blood once ran. Luke carried it always—a reminder, a promise, a torment. “Easy, my storm.” Luke exhaled slowly, tension easing. He lowered his hand from the hilt, the leather molded to his palm. From the mist stepped Lily-May. Her emerald eyes caught dawn's faint light, hair loose around shoulders—a cascade of dark, dampened by forest air. She moved like one belonging to both forest and fire, quiet but undeniable.
She held a basket of winter berries. “You’ll wear that hilt smooth if you grab it at every sound,” she teased gently, her expression worry-lined. Luke offered a shadow of a smile. “Better worn smooth than unused.” She brushed his arm, a gesture of comfort. Her skin warm, an anchor against the cold he carried. "Or better kept sharp," she countered, tracing his bicep, "for when it's truly needed." Luke’s gaze returned to the tree-line, where the crow vanished. "It's always needed. Every day here is defiance."
He met her eyes, stormy and distant. "You know that." Lily-May followed his stare, her lips pressing into a knowing line. They were bonded by more than love; shadow stalked them. The Darkness hunted at their world's edge, waiting for cracks, and cracks found the Ash-Clouds. She shifted the basket, her voice dropping to an intimate murmur. “Was it Her you were thinking of again? Dwelling on how, not when?” Luke didn’t answer immediately, jaw clenched, gaze distant.
He recalled the black ichor, the laughing shadow. Finally, he spoke, rough words scraped from his throat. “Kenneth wasn’t just my father. He was our last shield. When he fell… it wasn’t just claws that killed him. It was Her," he said, imbuing the pronoun with gravity. "Not for food or sport, but punishment. She wanted me to see, to remember why the Ash-Cloud line exists only to wither.” He didn’t elaborate. They both felt it: the shadow lingering like rot, the Creator Goddess and her ancient decree.
Lily-May tightened her grip, fierce. "Then we don’t stop until her influence is purged from this place. For Kenneth. For all of them." Luke turned fully, his storm-gray eyes meeting hers. For a heartbeat, the weight on his chest lightened, replaced by the fierce heat of their shared resolve. Lily-May wasn’t just his mate, she wasn’t just his partner. She was the fire to his storm, the reason he hadn't broken and scattered like ashes in the wind. In her emerald eyes, he saw the vow reflected back.
They would end this. Or die trying. The sun climbed higher, though little of its warmth pierced the dense forest canopy. They walked the short path back to the clearing, their boots crunching against frost-dusted grass, the biting morning chill lingering beneath the trees. The homestead sat like a weary survivor in the small clearing. Inside, the hearth still burned low. Luke set down his forgotten axe and the berries, brushing dirt from his hands, while Lily-May knelt, stirring the embers, coaxing a new flame to life.
For a few minutes, it almost felt like any other morning in any other home, a fleeting illusion of safety. Almost. Luke’s gaze fell to the mantle above the hearth. His father’s great sword had once hung there, a symbol of protection, but Luke had claimed it after Kenneth’s death. In its place, a single iron pendant remained—his father’s sigil. The Ash-Cloud crest, etched with a sun wrapped in storm clouds, its edges blackened by divine corruption the night Kenneth died.
Luke knew the sigil was more than a crest; it was a prayer to the Sun God—the divine antithesis to the Goddess of Midnight Madness. An ancient, futile plea. He stared longer than he intended, the intricate, half-charred design filling his vision. Lily-May noticed his stillness. She rose and came to him, wiping soot from her palms. “It’s not your fault, Luke.” His jaw tightened. “Isn’t it? If I’d been stronger that night, if I’d gone with him to the Hollow, perhaps the fight would have gone differently. Perhaps I would have understood the danger, instead of him walking into a trap set by a—god.”
“You were a child,” she interrupted, firm but kind, pulling him back. “Kenneth was proud and knew the risk of being an Ash-Cloud. He chose to face it, hoping to destroy the taint so you wouldn’t have to.” Luke exhaled slowly, but the knot in his chest didn’t ease. "He didn't just die. The Darkness didn’t just take him. She wanted me to see it. To remember it. To break me with the unfairness of it all." He pointed to the darkened sigil. “It was a message. And I receive it. Every day.”
Lily-May crossed to him, her hand finding his cheek. Her touch was grounding, a promise of warmth and life. “Then let that message fuel you, Luke. Let it not break you. We use the anger. We use the memory.” He covered her hand with his own, drawing on her strength. For a moment, silence pressed in, broken only by the crackle of the fire—a fragile, beautiful sound. But silence in the Ash-Cloud land never lasted. It was a pressure cooker, and it was about to blow.
A howl split the morning. Luke froze, his body going taut. It wasn’t the call of a natural wolf, not the familiar predator of the deep woods. Nor was it a stray werewolf. This one carried an echo, a distortion that twisted the sound into something otherworldly, a sound that tasted of midnight and madness. Another howl followed, then another, closer this time. Lily-May's composure shattered. Her nails lengthened, fingertips sharpening into formidable claws with a whisper of sound.
Her emerald eyes narrowed, losing their warmth, gaining a predatory focus. “Shade-Wolves,” she hissed. “They’re closer today. Too close for comfort.” Luke snatched his father’s great sword from the rack, the weight familiar and comforting in his hands. The leather on the hilt felt new, unburdened. “They’ve been testing the borders for weeks, but never this brazenly. It was only a matter of time before they committed.” The howls grew louder, circling the clearing, like unseen predators closing a noose.
The trees creaked under a sudden, unnatural pressure, branches swaying though no wind blew. Luke knew that pressure. It was the precursor to Her presence—the psychic weight of the Creator Goddess. Luke stepped to the doorway, his sword catching the meager light. “Stay inside. If they breach the runestone lines, you need to defend the homestead. Use the salt traps.” “You think I’m hiding in here while you face a wave of Her hounds alone?” Lily-May’s tone was sharp, defying argument. “My ancestors stood with yours, Luke. We face them together. Always.”
Luke met her fierce gaze. There was no room for debate, only gratitude and acceptance. He gave her a sharp nod, a promise of his trust. “Then we hold the line. Back-to-back, if need be.” The first shadow emerged between the pines. It moved like smoke made flesh, black tendrils stretching and condensing into a massive wolf shape. Its eyes burned red, like dying embers, and its fangs dripped with something darker than saliva—a pitch-like fluid smelling of rust and cold.
More followed, slipping from the mist, their bodies twisting, half-solid, half-phantom. There were five, then ten, then more, filling the gaps between the trees. Shade-Wolves. Spawn of The Darkness. Luke's grip tightened on the sword, the old steel feeling suddenly light. His father had died fighting creatures like these, though those were smaller, weaker, mere scouts. Their number now spoke volumes about the rise of Her power. “They shouldn’t be here this early in the season,” Lily-May whispered, taut, radiating coiled energy.
“They’re testing the boundaries,” Luke corrected, his gaze sweeping the line of shadow-beasts. “Testing me.” The wolves fanned out, circling the clearing with chilling discipline. Their growls were guttural, like stone grinding on bone. Their paws left no prints, but the grass withered instantly where they touched, leaving trails of black dust. One stepped forward. Larger than the rest, its eyes brighter, its snarl deeper, laced with intelligence. The alpha.
Luke’s storm-gray eyes locked onto its burning gaze. His heart pounded, not with fear, but with white-hot rage. He was not going to be his father. The Shade-Wolf alpha lunged. Luke moved before he thought, his years of training taking over. The old steel of the sword flashed upward, carving a bright arc through the air. The blade connected with a wet, tearing sound, slicing through smoke and sinew. The creature shrieked—a sound of pure agony mixed with void—and black ichor sprayed, as the beast dissolved into corrosive ash.
The others howled, a mourning cry, and surged forward. Lily-May leapt to meet them, her movement a blur of feral grace. Her claws, flashing faint green, raked through two Shade-Wolves at once, precise and lethal. Their bodies disintegrated, the essence of The Darkness boiling away from her forest-born magic. Luke swung his blade in wide arcs, searing through the shadow-stuff. The steel hissed, as though it remembered Kenneth’s blood and hungered for vengeance.
Let them come. I am the last Ash-Cloud. The last line. The clearing erupted into chaos: snarls, shouts, the crack of ethereal bone, and the hiss of dissolving ash. But for every wolf that fell, another slipped from the mist, forcing itself from the forest itself. “They’re endless!” Lily-May shouted, chest heaving, knuckles white. She ducked a snap of fangs, rolling up and eviscerating the wolf with a reverse-slash. “No,” Luke growled, cutting down another. “They want us to think they are. Focus! Hold the circle!”
Then, suddenly, the chaos ceased. The wolves froze mid-lunge, circling the two defenders but no longer attacking. Their red eyes glowed, fixated not on Luke, but on the space behind him. A chill swept the clearing, deeper than any winter frost. The air thickened, pressing against his lungs. And from the shadows, a voice slithered through. “Ash-Cloud.” Luke’s blood turned to ice. The wolves bowed their heads, trembling in awe.
The voice came again, resonating in his chest, filled with ancient amusement. “You wield his blade. A foolish echo of a life that is mine to reclaim. But you will fall as he did, boy. Just as the line is meant to fall.” Lily-May snarled, her claws tearing at the soil. “Show yourself, coward! Face us, Creator!” The shadows thickened, writhing into something vaguely human, impossibly tall, with oily tendrils like a cloak of night. The air bent around it, light recoiling, becoming dim and sickly.
It was Her—The Darkness. Not fully. Not her true form. Only an echo, a fragment of her consciousness. But enough to be a god on their ground. Luke tightened his grip on the sword, his heart a storm inside his ribs. He thought of Kenneth. Of the blood. Of the laughter that night. His storm-gray eyes burned. “You took my father,” he growled, the name a stone hurled at a deity. The shadow’s grin split impossibly wide, a tear in reality revealing the lightless maw of the void.
“I AM the long Midnight, little flame. All life
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