
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SPEAR OF LUGH

The Witch’s Rebirth

Part III

––––––––

Michaela Riley


[image: ]

Copyright © 2025

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations in critical articles or reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Printed in the United States of America.

For more information, or to book an event, contact: Authormichaelariley.com http://www.michaelariley.com


Series

The Labyrinth of Shadows: The Witch’s Rebirth Part I

Cauldron of Dagda: The Witch’s Rebirth Part II

Lugh of Spear: The Witch’s Rebirth Part III



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Dedication​​​​

[image: ]




To my readers, I extend my deepest gratitude for your unwavering support and readership. 

Knowing that my words resonate with you is the very reason and motivation I have to continue writing and sharing my thoughts and stories. 

It's a privilege to connect with each and every one of you, and I am incredibly grateful.  

I wish you all the very best in your own journeys.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Prologue
The Reborn Witch
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A Stand Against the Darkness in 6th Century

In the ancient Celtic world of the 6th century, words were sacred, imbued with a power so profound that their inscription was forbidden. The Celts believed that writing down their rituals, incantations, and the stories of their deities would drain them of their essence, leaving them hollow and lifeless. Yet, the tale of Merona, the Reborn Witch, persevered, a testament to her enduring spirit and the vital role she played as a bastion against the encroaching darkness.

Merona, stood defiantly on the precipice, engulfed by the swirling chaos of the maze of eternities. This was not merely her first or second life—she had been resurrected countless times, each rebirth a response to the land's desperate call. She was not a mere mortal of flesh and blood; she was forged from the very essence of the earth, a force summoned by the world’s anguished screams in its bleakest moments. Her heart throbbed violently with the torment she beheld, a gut-wrenching agony magnified by the suffering and loss of her beloved ones.

In the year 541 AD, a dark time that descended upon the Mediterranean Basin, Europe, and the Near East like a relentless plague. The disease ravaged through the once-mighty empires of Sasanian and Byzantium, leaving nothing but destruction in its wake. Even the great city of Constantinople was not spared from the merciless grip of death.

The power to stop the plague, was not within the realms of gods but within the heart of a witch. She was given the Spear of Lugh, a weapon forged in the stars. It was the only thing that could pierce the darkness at the heart of this pestilence. She invoked the ancient names, the names of the earth, the sun, and the wind, the names of the Tuatha Dé Danann, weaving their stories and power into her spell. The Spear of Lugh pulsed with an intense, white light, and as Merona plunged it into the earth, a surge of power erupted, not as a weapon of destruction but as a beacon of healing. The light spread like wildfire, cleansing the land of the plague's corruption.

The eerie, deadly silence that had ravaged the land was slowly receding, thanks to the selfless sacrifice of The Witch. She had once again answered the desperate call of a world teetering on the brink of despair. The Plague of Justinian, a menacing black shadow with a breath as noxious as a thousand festering wounds, had prowled through villages and cities, leaving behind a trail of desolate homes and the echo of silent screams. Now, it was releasing its lethal grip on the land and its beleaguered people. The power to halt this devastating plague did not lie in the hands of the gods but within the resolute heart of a witch. She was bestowed with the Spear of Lugh, a weapon forged in the very stars, its ethereal glow the only force capable of piercing the darkness at the core of this pestilence. Constantinople, once a dazzling jewel of the Byzantine Empire, was beginning to reclaim its former glory, its majestic structures and vibrant life slowly emerging from the shadows of despair. The air grew lighter, the vibrant colors of life returning to the land. The streets of Constantinople were no longer filled with despair, but with a quiet hope. 

The world, for now, was safe. Yet, Merona knew this was not the end. The evil with the serpent's heart, the darkness that fed on despair, would not be vanquished so easily. He was lurking, waiting, and she had to prepare for the next battle. But in the wild, wind-whipped hills of the north, a different kind of storm was brewing.

The labyrinth's maze of eternities within the Labyrinth was not as dangerous as the path that lay ahead, for as Merona stood ready to confront the evil that had unleashed the plague, a new specter formed from the shadows. A grotesque entity, a being of pure malevolence, with the face of a man but a heart of pure darkness. He was the dark shadows that plagued her dreams, an ancient being who fed off despair and death, and he wanted not only to see the world crumble, but to end the witch’s rebirth for good. Born from the very essence of Darkness, he was relentless, driven by an insatiable hunger to obliterate her existence and seize her powers. She believed the clash between them was over in a battle fought over in two lifetimes before. Yet, he would return, more formidable and unstoppable than ever before, a force of sinister vengeance.

He was wrong about the witch. As Merona stood in the Labyrinth, she understood the true nature of the test she faced. It was not just about confronting her past; it was about confronting the darkness that lurked in the hearts of men, the fear that allowed the plague to thrive, in fear of the changing times. The Labyrinth twisted and turned, reflecting her own internal battles, forcing her to confront her past lives, her doubts, and her fears. She fought wraiths of her own insecurities, wrestled with the echoes of her past failures, and navigated paths of illusion. 

When she reached the heart of the Labyrinth, and was reborn into the world, her spirit tempered by the trials, her resolve hardened like steel. She would emerge with the Tuatha Dé Danann artifacts, ready to answer the call to save humanity from the darkness. But the journey had changed her. She realized the solution wasn't merely about the Spear of Lugh or the Cauldron of Dagda. It was about summoning hope, a power that even the gods respected, and one that was needed to stop the darkness.

She would need to summon the might of ancient Gods, deities whose names had been erased from the pages of history in a world where faith in the divine had all but crumbled to dust. But it wouldn't be an easy task. The gods had grown complacent, content to watch from their celestial thrones as humans fought for survival. They had forgotten what it meant to truly protect and guide their creation. And now, they would have to be wrenched from their comfort and forced to face the darkness head on.
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ACT I
SACRIFICE AND REBIRTH
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Without sacrifice, nothing good can grow. Without death, there can be no rebirth.” -Der Erlkonig.
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Chapter One
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The once-desolate town of Septimania, nestled in the rolling hills in the south of Francia, was now alive with energy and excitement on Samhain night. The dark pestilence that had claimed so many lives had finally dissipated, and the townspeople were free to revel in the festivities as the veil between the worlds grew thin. Bonfires blazed against the crisp autumn air, casting flickering shadows across the cobblestone streets. The scent of roasted meats and warm cider wafted through the bustling marketplace as merchants shouted their wares to passing customers. Children darted about, dressed in colorful costumes, and eagerly collecting sweets from their neighbors. It was a time of renewal and hope, a stark contrast to the haunting days of death just months before. And as the stars began to twinkle above, it seemed as though even the heavens were joining in on the celebration.

The Reborn Witch, a legend whispered about in hushed tones, had returned to the land of the living once again. The townspeople held their breath as they waited to witness the powers that she possessed. Would she bring blessings or curses upon them? Only time would tell as the witch emerged from her slumber and stepped foot onto the sacred ground of her ancestors. Her presence alone sent shivers down their spines, and they could feel the energy pulsating through the air as she prepared to unleash her magic upon them all.

Merona emerged from the maze, gasping for breath as if she had just sprinted a great distance. In her hands, she held two sacred items: the Cauldron of Dagda and the Spear of Lugh. Both were adorned with intricate Celtic designs, gifts bestowed upon her by the Morrigan, the Raven Queen and protector of Merona. They weighed heavy in her trembling hands, their ancient power thrumming against her skin. Her once-fine garments hung in tatters, a testament to the trials she'd endured within the Maze of Eternities. Her long raven hair hung down her back, her cloak tattered as if she’s been in battle. But her cerulean, blue eyes shone brightly as she hoped to see the Morrigan, her mother still alive. 

"By the gods," she whispered, her voice hoarse. "I've done it. But how much time has passed? Am I too late to save her?"

The sacred grove unfurled before her, a tapestry of shadow and light. Gnarled oaks stretched skyward, their leaves whispering arcane secrets into the wind. An otherworldly radiance suffused the air, painting elongated shadows that danced and writhed across the forest floor. 

Soft moonlight spilled through the ancient trees of the Sacred Grove, illuminating Merona's raven-black hair, which shimmered faintly like a midnight wave. The stillness of the grove felt sacred, a profound silence only interrupted by the whisper of the ethereal wind. Each step she took felt heavy, burdened with the weight of sorrow. The labyrinth-shaped birthmark on her arm pulsed softly, glowing a deep, unsettling red, echoing the loss she felt after Murdach and Mairead succumbed to the pestilence.

The familiar sights and scents enveloped her, like a warm cloak woven from memories and the earth itself. The winding streets and huddled cottages of her childhood embraced her, and she knew that she had come full circle, back to the place where it all began. 

As Merona closed her eyes, images of Mairead flooded her mind. The woman who had raised her and taught her the ways of the druids and witchcraft, her adoptive mother. Long, cascading locks of amber hair framed Mairead's face, adorned with intricate runic tattoos that told a story of strength and wisdom. 

It was this very love and guidance that Merona had received on Samhain in 478 A.D. when she was reborn into this world. Mairead's brave heart had opened up to take in a lost soul and raise her as her own, making her a part of the sacred sisterhood of witches. Even now, tears welled up in Merona's eyes at the thought of her beloved mentor.

Merona inhaled deeply, tasting magic on her tongue—sharp and wild, like lightning and moss. Her cerulean eyes darted about, drinking in the ethereal beauty of this hallowed place.

How many lifetimes have I waited for this moment? She wondered, a tide of memories threatening to overwhelm her. How many sacrifices to reach this point? But now her loved ones were gone. The thought of being alone without them nearly brought her to her knees. 

She thought back to the fateful day when the pestilence took her beloved Murdach and Mairead from her. 

Her loved ones lay motionless on makeshift pallets, their chests barely rising with each labored breath. The silence was deafening, broken only by ragged gasps that spoke of impending doom.

"No," Merona whispered, her voice cracking. "No, no, no."

She scrambled to her feet, stumbling toward the still form of Murdach. His silver hair, once lustrous, now lay lank against his ashen skin. Merona fell to her knees beside him, her trembling hands reaching out to touch his forehead. The unnatural coldness of his flesh sent a jolt through her, and she recoiled instinctively before steeling herself.

"Murdach," she pleaded, her melodic voice strained with desperation. "Open your eyes, my love. Please, look at me."

She clutched him to her chest, desperation fueling her movements as she frantically ran her fingers over his cold, pale face. Memories of blood-soaked battlefields and stolen moments under the stars flood her mind, begging for him to awaken. She refuses to accept that he could be lost – not now, not like this.

"You cannot leave me," Merona whispered, leaning close to his ear. "We have weathered countless storms together. This pestilence, this darkness – it cannot be our end."

Murdach remained unresponsive. "I will not let you go," she murmured, her voice gaining strength. "Do you hear me, Murdach? Your journey is not over. Our story is not finished."

Merona remembers her heart raced as she tore herself away from Murdach, her eyes now fixed on the motionless form of the Morrigan. The raven queen lay still, her normally vibrant presence dimmed to a mere flicker.

"No, no, no," Merona breathed, rushing to the Morrigan's side. Her trembling hands grasped the deity's shoulders, shaking gently at first, then with increasing desperation. "Morrigan, awaken! Your people need you. I need you."

The Morrigan's raven hair spilled across the floor like spilled ink, her amber eyes hidden behind closed lids. Merona leaned close, searching for any sign of life in the goddess's face.

"Please," she whispered, her voice cracking. "You've guided me through countless trials. You cannot abandon us now." Merona's fingers traced the intricate patterns on Morrigan's armor, willing the cold metal to warm beneath her touch.

With a gentle touch, Merona took Mairead's hand in her own, the contact a silent promise of love and protection. She could feel the faint pulse of life beneath her fingertips, a fragile reminder of the battle they were all fighting. Mairead's skin was cold and clammy, a stark contrast to the warmth that had always radiated from her very being.

"I'm here, Mother," Merona whispered, her voice cracking with emotion. "I won't let you go. I won't let any of this be in vain."

Merona nodded, tears streaming down her face as she clutched Mairead's hand tighter. " Mother, I promise, I won’t let our traditions fade away. I’ll fight for them, for you, for everyone.”

A faint smile flickered across Mairead’s lips, a glimmer of pride shining through the agony. “I know you will, my dear. You have always been destined for greatness.”

She remembered as she sat by Mairead’s side, the sounds of the village beyond the window grew more haunting. The cries of the dying mingled with the tolling of the death bell, a macabre symphony that echoed through the streets. Each chime was a reminder of another life lost, another family shattered by the relentless grip of the dark pestilence.

Mairead’s eyes met Merona’s, a flicker of ancient wisdom swimming in their depths. “You cannot save everyone, my child. But you can give them hope. You can be the light that guides them through the darkness, the strength that helps them endure.” Then she took her last breath.

She took a hesitant step forward, wincing as twigs snapped beneath her feet. The sound echoed unnaturally in the stillness of the grove. Bringing her back to reality and profound sadness. Murdach her immortal lover who could shapeshift into a dragon, had been with her in more lives than she could remember. He was her protector. How could she go on without him?

“Morrigan,” Merona called out, her voice tinged with both hope and trepidation. “I’ve returned with the sacred relics. Are you here?” 

The deafening silence echoed through her chest, tearing at her heart. Morrigan would have been here if she were still alive, and the thought both comforted and pained her beyond measure. She longed for her presence yet feared the pain it would bring. Only the rustling leaves answered her plea. Merona’s grip tightened on the spear, its legendary power humming through her bones.

I am the Reborn Witch, she reminded herself. The Keeper of Balance. I’ve faced worse than silence.

Yet as she ventured deeper into the heart of the grove, doubt gnawed at her resolve. The weight of prophecy and destiny pressed down upon her shoulders, heavier than any physical burden.

“Give me a sign,” Merona implored the ancient trees. “Show me that this path is true. Why am I here, if all those I love are gone?"

A sudden gust of wind tousled her raven locks, carrying with it the faintest whisper of her name. Merona's breath caught in her throat, her heart thundering anew.

The journey is far from over, she realized. But I am ready for whatever comes next.

With renewed purpose, Merona strode forward into the depths of the sacred grove, the relics of power clutched tightly to her breast. The vines twisted around trees like serpents and leaves danced in the wind. 

The hairs on the nape of Merona's neck prickled, a primal warning thrumming through her veins. She halted, her cerulean eyes darting between the twisted boughs of ancient oaks. Something or someone—lurked in the shadows, watching her with malevolent intent.

I am not alone, she thought, her fingers curling tighter around the Spear of Lugh. The weapon thrummed with power as if sensing the impending threat.

"Show yourself," Merona commanded, her melodic voice carrying the weight of ages. "I've no patience for games of hide and seek."

A chilling laugh slithered through the air, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Merona's heart raced, but she steeled herself, drawing upon the wisdom of countless lifetimes.

"Ah, the vaunted Keeper of Balance," a silky voice purred. "How delightful to find you so... vulnerable."

From the inky darkness between two gnarled trees, a figure materialized. Armaeus stepped into the ethereal light of the grove, his human guise a mockery of beauty, a predatory grin splitting his face. The daemon, the same one who had relentlessly pursued her throughout countless lifetimes, was once again looming before her with malicious intent. Its eyes glowed with a fiery hunger as it reveled in the thought of finally ending her existence and stealing her powers for itself.

Merona's breath caught in her throat. By all the gods, not him. Not now.

"Armaeus," she acknowledged, her tone measured despite the fear coiling in her gut. "I should have known you'd slither your way here."

The daemon's grin widened, revealing teeth too sharp to be human. "Did you truly believe you could keep such power from me, witch?" He gestured lazily towards the relics she clutched. "The Cauldron, the Spear... they call to me."

Merona took an involuntary step back, her mind racing. I cannot let him claim these treasures. The balance of the world hangs in the balance.

"You'll not have them," she declared, lifting her chin defiantly. "Return to the pit that spawned you, daemon."

Armaeus laughed, the sound chilling Merona to her very core. "Oh, my dear," he crooned, "I've only just begun."

Merona's grip tightened on the Spear of Lugh, its ancient power thrumming through her veins. She planted her feet, the earth seeming to rise to meet her, grounding her against his malevolent presence.

"Your threats are as empty as your soul, Armaeus, "she declared, her voice ringing clear through the grove. "These relics are not meant for the likes of you."

Armaeus’ eyes blazed with fiery crimson, his human facade crumbling away to reveal the monstrous daemon lurking underneath. "You dare speak of things beyond your feeble understanding, Reborn Witch," he sneered, his voice dripping with malice. "The power within those trinkets... combined with the essence of the Morrigan... and your own formidable magic, it could reshape this world into a realm of darkness and chaos."

Merona felt a chill run down her spine, but she refused to let it show. He seeks to unite with the Morrigan. By all that is sacred, I cannot allow it.

"And what of balance?" she challenged, her cerulean eyes blazing with inner fire. "Would you see the very fabric of existence torn asunder for your own gain?"

The skies blackened with looming storm clouds as he spoke, each word dripping with venom and malice. The daemon's laughter echoed through the grove, sending a shiver down the spines of every living thing within earshot. "Balance?" His voice boomed, filled with contempt. "A foolish concept. There is only power in this world, and those too feeble to seize it for themselves."

Armaeus' steps were calculated and graceful as he circled her, his eyes never leaving hers. Merona matched his movements, keeping a safe distance between them. She knew the weight of their actions - the fate of entire worlds hung in the balance. Her heart raced with determination as she focused on every step he took. There could be no room for error now.

"Your hunger for dominion blinds you, Armaeus," Merona said, her voice steady despite the rapid beating of her heart. "These relics, the Morrigan herself... they are not mere tools for your ambition."

Armaeus’ grin widened, revealing teeth that seemed too sharp, too numerous. "Oh, but they will be," he purred. "And you, Keeper of Balance, will bear witness to the dawn of a new age. My age."

Merona's mind raced, a tempest of thoughts and memories whirling within her. The weight of the Cauldron of Dagda and the Spear of Lugh seemed to grow heavier with each passing moment, a physical reminder of the burden she bore. Her gaze never left Armaeus, but her thoughts turned inward, to a promise made in the shadows of time.

The Morrigan's sacrifice, she mused, her heart aching with the memory. Her life for mine, her power to shield me from the veil of death. And now...

"You cannot comprehend the delicate threads that bind our world," Merona spoke, her voice carrying the wisdom of centuries. "The Morrigan's absence has already wrought havoc upon the balance. To twist her essence to your will would—"

"Would bring about a glorious new order," Armaeus interrupted, his eyes gleaming with unholy fervor. "Why cling to the old ways when we could forge a future unbounded by your precious balance?"

Merona felt the stirring of ancient power within her veins, a response to the mounting tension. I swore to restore her, to mend what was broken. But at what cost? The enormity of her task pressed down upon her; a weight as tangible as the relics she carried. 

She placed the relics next to her and started making her way towards him.

"You speak of power," she said, her voice low and resonant, "but you know nothing of true strength." 

She raised her arms to the heavens and chanted her call to the wind. 

Cailleach: The goddess of the winds. 

I close my eyes and feel the energy of the earth and sky pulling into my body with each breath.

I am one with the world

I am the wind

My skin is the ground

My breath is the air

And my will is the storm.

With those words, Merona summoned upon the primal forces that had been her companions throughout countless incarnations. The very air around her came to life, a gentle breeze at first that soon became a tempestuous gale. Leaves and debris swirled at her feet, and the ancient trees of the sacred grove bowed and danced in reverence to her command. The energy crackled and hummed with raw power, pulsing through every fiber of her being. It was as if the elements themselves were responding to her call, their wild nature bending to her beckoning. 

And in that moment, Merona felt truly connected to the world around her, a force of nature in perfect harmony with the universe.

Armaeus’ mocking smile faltered for a moment as he felt the surge of energy emanating from his adversary. The wind whipped around Merona, her raven hair streaming behind her like a banner of defiance. The air crackled with palpable energy, a testament to the power she had honed through centuries of struggle and rebirth.

“This,” Merona declared, her voice carrying above the howling wind, “is but a fraction of what balance truly means. It is not stagnation, Armaeus, but the constant ebb and flow of forces far greater than you or I.”

The daemon’s eyes flashed with malevolent fire as he lunged forward, his form a blur of shadow and malice. Merona pivoted, the Spear of Lugh singing through the air as she parried his attack. The clash of their powers sent shockwaves through the grove, ancient trees groaning in protest.

“You cling to your precious balance,” Armaeus snarled, his claws raking the air mere inches from Merona’s face. “But chaos is the true nature of existence!”

Merona’s cerulean eyes narrowed as she summoned a wall of earth to block his next assault. “You don’t understand. Balance isn’t the absence of chaos, but its counterpoint.” The words rang out as she ducked and rolled, the Cauldron of Dagda humming with latent power at her hip.

“You’re wrong, Armaeus,” she retorted, her voice steady despite the exertion. “True power lies in harmony, not destruction.”

Their battle raged on, a tempest of elemental fury and demonic might. Each blow exchanged was a testament to their resolve, the very air around them thick with arcane energy. 

The dance of fire and water continued, each element enhancing the other in a display of perfect harmony. Merona’s movements were fluid and precise, her body a vessel for the elemental forces that flowed through her. With each step, she wove fire and water together, creating a beautiful and deadly defense against Armaeus’ relentless attacks.

The daemon snarled as he struggled to break through Merona’s fiery shield. But the flames seemed to have a mind of their own, shifting and changing in response to his every move. And when his claws got too close, the water surged forward in a powerful wave, dousing his fiery form.

“You think you can defeat me with your tricks?” Armaeus spat, his eyes blazing with fury.

Merona didn’t respond, knowing that words were useless against such a creature. Instead, she continued her dance of fire and water, channeling her focus into maintaining the delicate balance between the two elements.

As they circled each other, their movements became more intricate and intense. Fire shot out from Merona’s fingertips like fiery tendrils while water formed into sharp icicles that shot toward Armaeus with deadly accuracy.

But even as they battled, Merona couldn’t help but feel a sense of admiration for her opponent. Despite his evil nature, there was no denying his power and skill in combat. She knew that this would be no easy fight.

Armaeus lunged forward again with renewed vigor, but this time Merona was ready for him. She spun gracefully to the side as he charged past her, summoning forth tendrils of fire to wrap around him. But he was too quick for her flames to fully subdue him.

With an angry roar, Armaeus broke free from Merona’s grasp and launched himself towards her once more. But before he could reach her, she brought forth a wall of ice that surrounded them both, trapping them in a dome of water and ice.

For a moment, they were suspended in time within the icy dome. The only sounds were their heavy breathing and the crackling of ice as it formed and melted under their intense heat.

Merona’s mind raced as she considered her next move. It was clear that neither fire nor water alone would be enough to defeat Armaeus. She needed to find a way to combine them in a more powerful and controlled manner.

With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and focused all of her energy on the elements around them. She could feel them pulsing through her, their strength growing with each passing moment.

And then, it happened. As if on instinct, Merona channeled both fire and water into her hands, creating a swirling vortex of energy that grew larger and brighter by the second.

Armaeus stopped his advance, sensing the danger in this new development. But before he could react, Merona unleashed the vortex towards him.

While Armaeus called forth writhing tendrils of darkness, Merona countered with bursts of healing light. The two forces clashed and sizzled against each other, the very fabric of reality straining to contain their power. 

“You cannot stop me, Merona,” Armaeus growled, his voice thick with frustration. “I am chaos incarnate!” 

But Merona remained steadfast, her will unshakable. She channeled the energy of the earth beneath her feet, unleashing a shockwave that knocked Armaeus off his feet. He roared in anger and pain as he struggled to stand once more.

“You may be chaos,” Merona said through clenched teeth as she unleashed another barrage of elemental magic, “but I am balance.” 

She maneuvered quickly around him, always staying one step ahead as she attacked from all sides. Armaeus lashed out with his claws and black magic, but Merona’s defenses held strong.

“You think your little display of harmony can defeat me?” he sneered.

“I do not seek to defeat you,” Merona replied calmly. “I seek to restore balance.” 

She raised her hands towards the sky, calling forth a powerful storm that crackled with lightning and thunder. The wind whipped around them both, threatening to tear them apart at any moment.

Armaeus laughed maniacally as he surged forward once more. But this time, Merona was ready for him. With a swift movement of her hand, she summoned vines from the ground to entangle his legs and hold him in place.

Armaeus struggled against the vines in vain, realizing that he could not break free from Merona’s hold.

“You cannot defeat me,” he seethed.

As they clashed again, the grove echoing with the thunderous impact, a new presence made itself known. The air seemed to still, the very fabric of reality bending as the Dagda materialized between the combatants.

"Enough!" his voice boomed, echoing through the air with the authority of ancient wisdom. The Dagda stood tall and imposing, his hooded cloak swirling dramatically in the wind, like a dark storm cloud ready to burst. His staff, carved with intricate runes and symbols, was held high, commanding attention and respect from all who witnessed the sight.

Merona immediately lowered her spear, breathing heavily, her eyes never leaving Armaeus. The All-Father himself. What does this mean for the prophecy?

“This conflict serves no purpose,” the Dagda continued, his gaze sweeping from Merona to Armaeus. “The balance of worlds hangs in the balance.”

Armaeus snarled at the Dagda’s words but knew better than to challenge the All-Father. With a final glare at Merona, he disappeared in a puff of black smoke.

The grove fell silent, the storm dissipating as quickly as it had come. The Dagda turned to face Merona, his expression unreadable.

“You have grown strong, Merona,” he said, his voice low and grave.

“I have only done what was necessary,” she replied, keeping her tone respectful but firm.

The Dagda’s eyes settled on Merona, their depths holding secrets older than time itself. “Child of two worlds,” he intoned, his voice like distant thunder, “the true purpose of your quest lies not in combat, but in sacrifice.”

Merona’s breath caught in her throat. 

"Sacrifice?" she echoed, her grip tightening on the Spear of Lugh.

The Dagda nodded solemnly. "To restore the Morrigan, to truly become the Keeper of Balance, you must relinquish that which tethers you to the mortal realm."

A chill ran down Merona's spine as understanding dawned. "My humanity," she whispered, the words barely audible.

"Your mortal life," the Dagda confirmed, his expression grave. "Only through this act can you bridge the divide between worlds and fulfill your destiny."

Merona's mind reeled her heart a maelstrom of conflicting emotions. The promise she'd made to the Morrigan, the weight of prophecy, the fate of both pagan traditions, and the emerging Christian faith – all of it pressed upon her with suffocating intensity.

"But... everything I've fought for, everything I am," she began, her voice trembling slightly.

The Dagda's eyes softened. "You are more than flesh and blood, Merona. Your spirit, your essence – these are what truly define you. The choice lies before you: embrace your full potential or remain bound by mortal limitations."

Merona closed her eyes, feeling the pull of ancient magics coursing through her veins. To give up my humanity... Is that not the very thing I've been fighting against? Yet even as the thought formed, she knew the answer. Balance required sacrifice stepping beyond the boundaries of what was known and comfortable.

"I..." she began, her voice steadier now, "I need time to consider. This isn't a decision to be made lightly."

The Dagda nodded a flicker of approval in his ageless eyes. "Wisdom, too, is part of your inheritance. Contemplate, but do not tarry. The worlds wait for no one, not even their keeper.”

Merona’s raven hair stirred in an otherworldly breeze as she drew in a deep breath, her cerulean eyes flashing with newfound resolve. The weight of destiny settled upon her shoulders, no longer a burden but a mantle she chose to bear.

“I accept,” she declared, her voice resonating with power that belied her mortal form. “I embrace the path of immortality, to safeguard the balance between old and new.”

The Dagda’s weathered face creased in a solemn smile. “Then let it be so,” he intoned, raising his staff.

A surge of energy coursed through Merona, her very essence shifting and realigning. She gasped, feeling the constraints of mortality fall away like shed leaves.

“What... what is this sensation?” she whispered, marveling at the newfound clarity in her perceptions.

“The awakening of your true self,” the Dagda replied, his voice a low rumble. “You now stand at the crossroads of time and eternity. You must make the final choice.”

Merona flexed her fingers, feeling the raw power of the elements dance at her command. I am changed, she thought, yet I remain myself. The core of who I am endures.

“And what of my duties?” she asked aloud, turning to face the Dagda. “How do I wield this gift in service of balance?”

The ancient god gestured toward the horizon. “Your path lies before you, ever-changing yet constant. You must be the bridge between worlds, the keeper of ancient wisdom in an age of transformation.”

Merona nodded, her gaze fixed on the distant line where the earth met the sky. The grove around them fell silent as if nature itself held its breath in anticipation of what was to come.

“I am ready,” she said softly, more to herself than to her companion. “Whatever trials await, whatever storms may come, I will face them.”

The Dagda placed a hand on her shoulder, his touch conveying centuries of wisdom and support. Together, they stood in the sacred grove, silent sentinels at the dawn of a new era.

The weight of eternity settled upon Merona’s shoulders, a mantle both burdensome and exhilarating. Her raven hair stirred in an unseen breeze, carrying whispers of ages past and futures yet unwritten. She closed her eyes, drinking in the essence of the sacred grove, feeling the pulse of the earth beneath her feet.

“The threads of fate have woven themselves anew,” Merona murmured, her melodic voice carrying the resonance of countless lifetimes. She opened her eyes, cerulean depths reflecting the otherworldly glow that suffused the air. “I stand at the confluence of all that was and all that shall be.”

The Dagda nodded; his ancient visage” etched with lines of profound understanding. “And how does it feel, Keeper of Balance, to hold the scales of existence in your hands?”

Merona’s brow furrowed, her thoughts turning inward. The enormity of her choice crashed over her like a tidal wave, threatening to sweep away the last vestiges of her mortality. Yet beneath the tumult, a bedrock of certainty remained.

“It is... overwhelming,” she admitted, her words carefully measured. “But I feel a sense of rightness as if all my lives have led to this moment.” Her fingers unconsciously tightened around the Spear of Lugh, its power thrumming in harmony with her newly awakened essence.

The god's eyes glimmered with approval. “You have always been more than you knew, Merona. Now, you must become more than you ever imagined.”

A shadow of doubt flitted across Merona’s face. “And if I falter? If the weight proves too great?”

“Then you will rise again, as you always have,” the Dagda replied, his voice firm yet kind. “Remember, balance is not static. It is a constant dance, an eternal negotiation between opposing forces.”

Merona nodded, drawing strength from his words. She gazed out at the world beyond the grove, seeing it with new eyes. The tapestry of existence lay before her, intricate and ever-changing.

“I see now the delicate interplay of light and shadow, of old and new,” she mused, her voice tinged with wonder. “My task is not to eliminate one or the other, but to ensure neither overwhelms its counterpart.”

“Precisely,” the Dagda affirmed. “You are the fulcrum upon which the world turns, Merona. Your journey has only just begun. There is a ceremony that must be completed before your final choice is made.”

With a deep breath, Merona squared her shoulders, embracing the mantle of her destiny. “I accept the sacrifice and wait for the finality of my choice.”​
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Chapter Two
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The full moon cast a luminous glow through the dense canopy of trees, painting the ground below in shades of silver and shadow. The air was still and quiet as if the entire world had stopped to admire the lunar spectacle. Time seemed to stand still in this enchanted forest under the watchful eye of the moon. The veil thinned and those in between the worlds held their breath.

Merona stood resolute within the circle of ancient stones, her raven hair whipping in the wind as she gripped the Spear of Lugh. At her feet, rested the Cauldron of Dagda, its burnished surface reflecting the wan moonlight. Her heart thundered against her ribs, a tempest of anticipation and dread. 

The weight of destiny pressed upon her shoulders as she gazed at the mystical artifacts before her. The spear thrummed with barely contained power, its presence both exhilarating and terrifying. Merona's voice was barely a whisper as she spoke to herself:

"I have walked countless paths through the ages, but never one so fraught with peril."

Her cerulean eyes flashed with determination, even as doubt gnawed at her resolve. She had been reborn time and again, each life shaping her anew, yet this moment felt singular, a nexus of fate that would echo through eternity.

As if summoned by her thoughts, he emerged from the shadows. The Dagda's massive form seemed to fill the grove, his hooded cloak billowing around him like storm clouds. His voice rose in an otherworldly chant, each syllable resonating with primordial power:

"Tabhair dom an neart, a shin-sear ársa...” 

“Give me strength, ancient ancestor.”

The very air trembled at his words, leaves, and grass swaying as if caught in an ethereal breeze. Merona felt magic building, coiling around her like smoke. She steeled herself against its onslaught, her grip on the spear tightening.

"Dagda," she called out, her voice steady despite her inner turmoil, "I stand ready to embrace my fate."

The god's chanting ceased, and he fixed her with eyes that held the wisdom of ages. "Are you certain, Reborn Witch? The path before you is treacherous, fraught with choices that will shape the very fabric of this world."

Merona's mind raced, memories of her past lives flashing before her eyes - triumphs and failures, moments of transcendent joy and crushing despair. 

As she stood among the ruins of their battle against the Minotaur, she thought back to the moment she had made Murdach immortal. Her love for him, spanning centuries and beyond, filled her heart as vivid memories flooded her mind. She could still remember every detail of his transformation from a human warrior to a magnificent dragon, his scales gleaming in the sunlight as he spread his majestic wings. The weight of his absence suddenly magnified, she knew in her heart that her love for him would last forever and even beyond.

She took a deep breath, centering herself in the present. 

"I have lived many lives, Dagda," she replied, her voice gaining strength. "Each one has prepared me for this moment. I will not falter now."

The Dagda nodded solemnly; his massive hand outstretched toward the cauldron. "Then let the ritual commence. May your wisdom guide you through the labyrinth of time, Keeper of Balance."

With a deep, calming breath, Merona closed her eyes and surrendered herself to the pulsating chant. She could feel the energy of the grove swirling around her, coursing through her body and into the spear clenched tightly in her hand. It was as if she were standing at the edge of a great precipice, ready to dive headfirst into a world of unknown possibilities. The intricate labyrinth birthmark on her forearm seemed to glow with an otherworldly light, a symbol of the powerful transformation that awaited her. She was no longer just Merona, but a vessel for the ancient magic of the grove, a force to be reckoned with.

Whatever comes, she thought, her resolve crystallizing, I will face it with the strength of all who came before me.

The Dagda's chant crescendoed, his voice reverberating through the ancient grove with otherworldly power. Suddenly, a ring of fire erupted around Merona, encircling her in a blaze of searing heat. The flames licked at the edges of her robes, their intensity threatening to consume her. Yet, Merona stood unflinching, her cerulean eyes reflecting the dancing inferno.

“I am the Reborn Witch,” she said to herself, drawing upon the strength of countless lifetimes. “Fire cannot harm that which is eternal.”

The cauldron at her feet began to bubble and froth, its contents swirling with an unearthly light. Merona tightened her grip on the Spear of Lugh, feeling its ancient power pulse in harmony with her racing heart.

From the shadows beyond the fiery circle, two hooded figures emerged. Their approach was silent, and purposeful, adding a palpable weight to the already charged atmosphere. Merona's gaze flickered towards them, her mind racing.

"The druids," she whispered, her voice barely audible above the crackling flames. "Guardians of the old ways, come to witness my transformation."

As the cloaked figures drew nearer, Merona felt a flutter of uncertainty in her chest. She had prepared for this moment across lifetimes, death and rebirth had come many times, yet the gravity of what was to come threatened to overwhelm her.

"I am ready," she called out, her voice steady despite her inner turmoil. "Let fate unfold as it must."

The taller of the two druids raised a gnarled hand, his face still hidden beneath his hood. When he spoke, his voice was like the rustling of ancient leaves. "Merona, Keeper of Balance, the path before you is fraught with peril. Are you prepared to bear the weight of immortality?"

Merona squared her shoulders, meeting the druid's hidden gaze. "I have borne the weight of many lives. This burden, I shall carry with honor."

The druids inclined their heads in unison, acknowledging Merona's resolve. Without a word, they turned and began to walk, their movements fluid and graceful. Walking through the fire Merona followed, her steps measured and deliberate as she left the fiery circle behind.

As they traversed the grove, Merona's senses heightened. The ancient path beneath her feet seemed to whisper with each step, echoing with the memories of countless pilgrims who had walked this way before. The air was thick with the scent of moss and damp earth, punctuated by the occasional whiff of herbs and incense.

"How many times have I walked this path?" Merona mused out loud, her eyes tracing the worn contours of the trail. "In how many lives have I approached this moment, only to return, to be reborn?”

The druids led her deeper into the heart of the sacred grove, where the trees grew so close their branches intertwined overhead, creating a natural cathedral. Shafts of moonlight pierced the canopy, casting an otherworldly glow on the forest floor.

"The veil grows thin," the shorter druid murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. "Can you feel it, Merona?"

She nodded, her skin prickling with the surge of magical energy. "It presses against me, like the tide against the shore."

As they rounded a final bend, Merona's breath caught in her throat. Before them yawned the entrance to a cave, a dark maw in the living earth. Its edges shimmered with ancient symbols that seemed to dance in the dim light, pulsing with an energy that made the air heavy and thick. 

The glow intensified, revealing the jagged entrance to the Cave of the Morrigan. A raven circled above, cawing as if urging her onward. Merona hesitated, then stepped forward, driven by the pulsing light of her labyrinth birthmark. 

“Just a bit further,” she whispered, her breath mixing with the damp air. Ghostly shapes twisted behind the crystals. A cool breeze brushed past her, carrying echoes of the past.

“Do you feel that?” The weight of their shared history pressed against her heart.

“Every heartbeat is alive with it,” the whispering shadows seemed to respond, urging her forward.

Sensing the cave's energy pulse, Merona squared her shoulders and stepped inside, ready to confront whatever awaited her. The cave swallowed her whole, crystalline formations casting shimmering patterns on the walls. Each step echoed, the air thick with an electric tension.

“Mother,” Merona called, her voice barely above a whisper, “are you here?”

The mist swirled. A soft rustle echoed from the shadows, followed by the chilling sound of wings.

“Child of Fate,” a voice resonated through the cave, weaving threads of familiarity and power.

Merona's steps faltered for a moment as she approached the threshold. The magic emanating from the cave was palpable, pressing against her skin like a physical force. She closed her eyes, steadying herself against the onslaught of power.

The Morrigan stood before her, a formidable presence with raven-black hair that seemed to pulse like liquid night. Her amber eyes gleamed with an otherworldly brilliance, brimming with knowledge and power. 

As Merona met her gaze, she felt a jolt of recognition pass between them, a silent understanding of the fated roles they were meant to play in this ancient battle for supremacy. A chill ran down her spine as she realized the magnitude of their meeting and the weight of their intertwined destinies. Her mother, the Morrigan was no longer the aged and weak mortal woman that Merona left that day at the labyrinth after using the Spear of Lugh to stop the plague. 

"Welcome, Merona," Morrigan's voice resonated like distant thunder, yet soft as a melody. "You stand at the precipice of eternity. Your bravery does not go unnoticed," the Morrigan said as she stood from her throne and descended down towards Merona. 

"Not many mortals would willingly sacrifice themselves for their people or for the Gods."

"It is an honor to serve, to save you for the sacrifice you made," Merona responded humbly.

The Morrigan nodded in approval before gesturing towards a large cauldron that was boiling over a fire pit. "In this cauldron, lies the source of your people's power—the sacred blood of our ancestors."

Merona could feel a tremor run through her body at those words. She knew what was expected of her now, to drink from this cauldron and gain immortality as one of the Tuatha Dé Danann.

But with that immortality came great responsibility and duty to protect and guide her people for eternity. It was a daunting task, one that had consumed many great leaders before her.

"Do you accept this task?" The Morrigan asked, staring intensely at Merona.

Merona remained silent, standing, and pondering her options feeling the weight of destiny once again. 

The Morrigan's lips curved in a knowing smile. "Such is the nature of destiny, dear one. I offer you the gift of immortality, a power to shape the ages." Her eyes flickered with both promise and warning. "But know this - eternal life carries a weight few can bear."

Merona's mind raced, centuries of memories flooding her consciousness. "And if I accept," she asked, "what becomes of the mortal woman I once was?"

"She becomes legend," the Morrigan replied, her words echoing through the cavern. "A guiding light through the darkness of time."

Merona stood transfixed, her cerulean eyes reflecting the dancing shadows of the cave. The weight of Morrigan's offer pressed upon her like a tangible force, stirring a maelstrom of thoughts and emotions within her breast.

"Immortality," she whispered, tasting the word on her tongue. It was honey and ashes, promise and peril. "To witness the turning of ages, to guide countless generations..." Her voice trailed off, lost in contemplation.

The Morrigan's amber gaze bore into her, patient yet unyielding. "You have walked many paths, Merona. Each life is a thread in the tapestry of your destiny. But this choice will bind you to eternity itself. You will no longer have to die to be reborn. You will continue as I do immortal."

Merona's mind reeled with visions of what lay ahead - empires rising and falling like tides, the old ways fading as new faiths took root. She saw herself, as a constant amidst the ever-changing landscape of history, bearing the burden of ancient wisdom.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
PART Il
MICHAELA RILEY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





