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  Mindless Ones couldn’t talk, and they didn’t dance.


  What they did do was smash things that got in their way or fry them with deadly optic blasts. 


  “Ardina! Watch out!”


  But it was too late. The Mindless One had been gather­ing its power for a blast strong enough to stun a being made of pure cosmic energy.


  The ray caught Ardina full in the face, rendering her senseless. To Patsy’s horror, the golden woman plummeted out of the sky, the impact of her body forming a grave-deep crater in the sand and causing tremors to ripple through the island’s bedrock. As the Mindless One turned its attention to Patsy, the legion’s remnants scooped up Ardina and ran for the portal.


  Everyone knows cats have nine lives. Patsy had already used one up, so she supposed she only had eight. She was pretty sure she was about to cash in one of those now as the Mindless One’s second optic blast sent her flying face-first into the surf. It was all Patsy could do to watch helplessly as the portal irised out of existence.


  Then blackness did the same to her vision, and she welcomed the release.
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  For Jeff, Arthur, Frances, Max, Holly, and David. You’re why I do this.


  And for the “witches” they burned, and the ones who have since risen from those ashes, sisters of sorcery, all.




  Prologue


  Sky-Island, Somewhere Above the Atlantic Ocean


  “Umar and Hecate, Demeter, Jord.” Clea spoke the words of Papa Hagg’s spell with authority, one hand raised to the sky and wreathed in power, the other clutching the mystic knife she had just driven into the Silver Surfer’s side.


  “Blazing Apalla, guide my reach forward. 


  On the edge of a knife blade, at the crest of a storm,


  By moontide and lifesblood, come forth and take form!”


  As she spoke the final words of the incantation, Clea tore the knife from the Surfer’s side and a blinding light erupted from the wound, as though the cosmic being were bleeding radiance.


  Then that radiance began to coalesce and take form. Light flowed like liquid gold as the Power Cosmic shaped itself into sinuous curves, then hardened muscles, and finally, a wild mane of hair. A golden woman now stood before them, the feminine reflection of the Silver Surfer. Even though Clea had known intellectually that the spell would create another being from the Power Cosmic the Surfer had bled, she hadn’t expected… this. Nor the rush of mingled satisfaction and guilt that accompanied the breathtaking woman’s magical birth.


  And then the woman spoke.


  “I… am. Ardina. I am called Ardina.”


  She was also the fourth and final female counterpart needed to cure the corrupted Defenders – or the Order, as they were now calling themselves – before they destroyed not only themselves, but the entire Earth.


  Ardina had been created to counterbalance the Surfer’s power. Jennifer Walters, aka She-Hulk, was there to subdue her cousin, the incredible Hulk. Namorita was there to handle her own cousin, Prince Namor of Atlantis. And Clea herself had been recruited to deal with her husband, Dr Stephen Strange. Together, the women would free the Defenders from the curse their old enemy, Yandroth the Foul, had placed upon them with his dying breath.


  If they failed, they wouldn’t live to see the consequences.


  Clea smiled grimly. Things were about to get interesting.


  •••


  An untold distance away in the Dark Dimension, Umar the Unrelenting lounged on the Azure Throne watching the scene unfold as the Flames of Regency cavorted about her head. Those who worshiped her as goddess were rare outside of the Splinter Realms, so when her name was invoked from afar, her curiosity was piqued. Seeing that it had been the ever-rebellious Clea who had called upon her power had only deepened Umar’s interest.


  The profound pleasure she had experienced in handing her brother Dormammu such a resounding defeat to reclaim her throne had begun to wane, and she was becoming bored and restless. Her thoughts had lately turned toward the other dimensions that made up the Archipelago of Anguish and Redemption. After all, if she could best the dread Dormammu, sucking away his power in the process, what couldn’t she do? Maybe it was time to reunite the Splinter Realms – under her rule. With the mystical golden battery Clea had just created for her combined with Umar’s own nearly limitless strength, interdimensional conquest was well within her grasp.


  Umar smiled hungrily. Things were about to get interesting.




  Part One




  Chapter One


  A Private Beach Somewhere in the South Pacific


  “Cheese and crackers!” Patsy Walker – aka, the super hero Hellcat – exclaimed as she stretched on her beach blanket in languorous imitation of her namesake. “Isn’t this the life?”


  Her companion, Ardina, a golden woman formed of the Power Cosmic with no need of stretching, languorous or otherwise, merely shrugged. Unlike Patsy, she sat well back from the lapping waves, under the shade of a large striped umbrella. This was not out of concern for her complexion, but because tropical sunlight reflecting off her metallic skin tended to blind everyone in her immediate vicinity. Patsy had taken to wearing dark glasses around her since their vacation had started, even indoors.


  “If you say so, Patsy Walker. Though I am not sure I understand what snack food has to do with the quality of human life.”


  “Only everything,” Patsy laughed as she turned on to her stomach and propped herself up on her elbows to peer through oversized brown lenses at her friend. Ardina sat ill at ease on her lounge chair, still very much the newborn despite having been alive for several months, and not yet having mastered the concepts of either relaxation or snack food in that time. “But that’s beside the point. Samantha’s parents have given us the run of their private beach, along with the use of their palatial beach house and its staff, for as long as we need. It’s a quality of life that few humans are afforded, even me with my so-called America’s Sweetheart mercantile empire. We should enjoy it while we can.”


  “Yes, it was kind of your friend’s parents to allow us to stay here. To allow me to stay here,” Ardina replied.


  “Valkyrie is your friend, too,” Patsy insisted. Ardina only repeated both her earlier shrug and her words.


  “If you say so, Patsy Walker.”


  Patsy was about to remind the golden woman that saving the world from the Order had garnered her quite a lot of friends when the fine hairs on the nape of her neck stiffened and the sweat on her skin cooled to goosebumps, though there had been no accompanying salt-laden ocean breeze.


  She sat up, her blue and yellow Hellcat costume manifesting on her body without conscious thought, an instinctive response to a threat she sensed but could not see. She scanned the tree line for movement, but there was nothing.


  Then her demonsight flared.


  “Look alive,” Patsy said, all trace of humor gone from her voice. “We’re about to have company.”


  No sooner had she finished her warning than a portal opened above the bright cerulean of the ocean. For the barest of moments, all it yielded was a glimpse of a twisting darkness that made Patsy’s stomach churn. Then it began spewing demons.


  Patsy had spent a fair amount of time around demons. She had married a half-demon, Daimon Hellstrom, died and gone to Hell, been rescued and returned to life, and even brokered an alliance between Mephisto, Hela, Pluto, and her now ex-husband Daimon, to save Hell from falling under Dormammu’s control.


  So, yeah, she knew a thing or two about demons.


  She knew they came in all shapes and sizes. Some were human-sized flies that walked upright and carried big sticks. Some looked like they’d just stepped off the set of a low-budget lagoon-monster movie. Many of them had multiple sets of something – arms, mouths, eyes. Some had horns, or tusks, or claws, or all those things, and more. And some defied description in human terms, with unrecognizable body parts arranged in unfathomable patterns.


  And she knew they had all sorts of different abilities. Some could breathe fire, or spit poison, or cast spells. Some flew, some burrowed, some oozed. Most were just dumb brutes, but some were diabolically clever, able to reason, calculate, and execute plans of their master’s or even their own devising.


  Patsy knew one thing more about demons.


  If you were a Hellcat who could not only sense demonic energy auras, but also track them across great distances, then for you, demons had something akin to a mystical scent that was unique either to them, or to their particular hell dimension and its particular ruler.


  And these demons gave off a mystic stench like a hunk of skunk-sprayed limburger that had been fished out of a restaurant dumpster and left to sit in the hot sun for a day or two. They didn’t smell all that great in the physical sense, either.


  Patsy was pretty sure she recognized that foul odor, and then a giant, crudely formed humanoid figure with a single glowing red slit of an eye shambled through the spinning portal, and she was certain.


  A Mindless One. An unthinking denizen of the Dark Dimension whose sole purpose for existence was to destroy whatever happened to be in front of it. These were Dormammu’s minions.


  But what the hell were they doing here? Was ole Dormouse trying to conquer Earth again?


  Why here, though? The island held nothing of value to an invading force, unless you were in some bizarre need of sand or palm trees. Knowing him, he’d picked this spot specifically to annoy her.


  It was working.


  Well, she supposed she could beat the reason out of one of his minions after she’d dispatched a few and brought the odds down to something a little more reasonable than twenty to two.


  Patsy knew she couldn’t go toe-to-toe with the Mindless One, so she didn’t even bother with it at first. She launched herself at the first demon within range of a cartwheel and a roundhouse kick, one of the lagoon-monster variety, with weird fins protruding from its bulbous green head. Her foot connected with the vertical slits she assumed served as its nose, and the creature collapsed into a Christmas-colored heap, pawing ineffectually at its face with webbed claws and burbling its pain to the impassive sky.


  But Patsy didn’t have time to appreciate her handiwork, or even to wonder what an aquatic-seeming demon was doing henching for the guy with a fireball for a head. She was already slicing past another pair of demons that looked like minotaurs, with tusks covered in either drool or venom, or maybe both. Didn’t matter – a single swipe left them on the sand and she was on to the next one.


  Well, the one after that. A golden blast from somewhere above and behind Patsy’s right shoulder drilled into the pig-nosed demon she’d targeted and sent it slamming back into one of its axe-wielding buddies. A quick follow-up blast sent that duo through the portal opening, and it didn’t look like either of them would be in any shape to make a return trip.


  Fifteen to two. That was a bit better.


  Patsy focused on the gaggle of demons to her left, since Ardina had gone airborne and seemed to have the right flank covered. Wait, was it a gaggle? She knew there was a collective noun for a group of demons – she’d used it in her autobiography Gidget Goes to Hell – but the word escaped her at the moment.


  Unlike the demons themselves.


  Another pig-nose went down beneath her front claws, while a bat-winged one harrying her from the air caught her back claws across its abdomen, grounding its flight. A big one in the rear of the group – no, legion, that was it – was barking orders while a mismatched pair in front of him dropped to what Patsy assumed were their knees and began firing short red bursts at her from weird rifles she’d never seen before. Not that it mattered. She had long since learned how to shift just… so, causing mystical energy to glance off her aura, twisting and sliding out of magic’s grip like the proverbial greased hog. Or, in this case, cat.


  Hellcat.


  She danced a deadly ballet with the barrage of energy pulses, every sandy ciseaux and pirouette twirling her closer to both the weapons and their wielders. A quick feint to the left took her out of the line of sight of one of the demons, his unfortunate partner becoming a momentary obstruction between him and his target.


  A fact that didn’t seem to bother the creature in the slightest as he simply shot through his counterpart, the hellish red beam exploding out of the other demon’s gut, leaving a gaping hole and sizzling innards in its wake.


  Patsy wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge the unexpected bolt, and it cut and cauterized a stinging path across her thigh as she somersaulted away, berating herself for getting hit. All this lovely lazing around had slowed her reflexes. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about the wound becoming infected.


  Another of Ardina’s golden blasts of cosmic power finished off the remaining shooter, taking off two of the order barker’s six arms in the process, and then there were ten. Approximately.


  So, five to one. Patsy grinned. She’d take those odds in Vegas.


  Well, if it weren’t for that pesky Mindless One.


  She had almost allowed herself to forget about the lumbering hulk, mostly because it hadn’t actually done anything yet. It had popped out of the portal, waded slowly through the churning, pink-tinged water and up on to the beach, then shuffled through the sand like Exhibit A from a hardcore slow-vs-fast-zombie debate. Then it had just stopped and stood there, a win for the dark horse team backing stationary zombies.


  Patsy had almost allowed herself to be lulled into a false sense of security, to think that she would have time to deal with the Mindless One after the demons that were actually in motion had been taken care of. As if it were just going to stand there patiently and wait for her to finish ripping through the ranks of its fellows before politely inquiring to see if she had any room left on her dance card.


  Almost.


  She knew better.


  Mindless Ones couldn’t talk, and they didn’t dance.


  What they did do was smash things that got in their way or fry them with deadly optic blasts. And since this one wasn’t doing a Hulk imitation, that could only mean…


  “Ardina! Watch out!”


  But it was too late. While Patsy had been waltzing her way across the beach, leaving destruction in her wake, the Mindless One had been gathering its power for a blast strong enough to stun a being made of pure cosmic energy.


  The ray caught Ardina full in the face, rendering her senseless. To Patsy’s horror, the golden woman plummeted out of the sky, the impact of her body forming a grave-deep crater in the sand and causing tremors to ripple through the island’s bedrock. As the Mindless One turned its attention to Patsy, the legion’s remnants scooped up Ardina and ran for the portal.


  Patsy launched her cable claws at the rearmost of the demons as she raced to beat its comrades to the spinning black aperture that led, she was certain, to the mind-bending landscape of the Dark Dimension. But this one was an oozer, and the thick cords of steel alloy sailed right through its jelly-like form.


  Cursing, Patsy vaulted over the demon Ardina had maimed, grabbing up its sundered limbs and using them as throwing sticks. She hit one of the less ephemeral demons square in the back of its third head, knocking it off balance. Unfortunately, it was one that held Ardina’s arms and its momentum carried it, the golden woman, and three other demons through the portal with a high-pitched, truncated scream.


  Everyone knows cats have nine lives. Patsy had already used one up, so she supposed she only had eight.


  And she was pretty sure she was about to cash in one of those now as the Mindless One’s second optic blast caught her full in the back, sending her flying face-first into the surf. Stunned and hurting like she hadn’t since maybe before she’d donned Greer Nelson’s cast-off catsuit, it was all Patsy could do to roll over far enough to keep her nose and mouth above the water. She could only watch helplessly as the Mindless One trundled after the demons and the portal irised out of existence behind it.


  Then blackness did the same to her vision, and she welcomed the release.


  •••


  Patsy woke, spluttering and choking on a mouthful of salty water. She scrambled to her feet, grimacing in pain as the warm sand shifted unhelpfully beneath her. She was momentarily relieved to see from the tide’s minimal progression inland that she hadn’t been out of it for too long.


  Long enough, though.


  Ardina had been kidnapped, and she’d done nothing to stop it. Worse, she’d practically abetted the perps by being so caught up in taking out the cannon fodder that she hadn’t understood what was really happening until it was too late.


  Whoever had organized Ardina’s abduction had studied Patsy and had figured out that one of her greatest weaknesses was thinking she didn’t have any. Granted, she’d survived the torments of Hell and come out stronger and scrappier than ever, but she was hardly invulnerable. The spasming muscles and protesting nerves all along her spine were a humbling reminder of that fact.


  Patsy limped through the tugging whitecaps until she was near where the portal from the Dark Dimension had materialized. Normally, she was able to detect and use dimensional wormholes. She called them her cat flaps, like the pet doors that let domestic cats come and go as they pleased. But much to her frustration, she sensed nothing where the portal had been, and no others close to it that she could use to follow Ardina and her captors.


  Not that Patsy was in any condition to mount a one-cat rescue operation. An argument could be made that she might need rescuing herself, if the nerves currently screaming at her from the vicinity of her lower back were any indication.


  A low groan from near where Ardina had taken her swan dive caught Patsy’s attention. She had thought all the legion members who could leave had done so before the portal closed, but it looked like they didn’t believe in “No Demon Left Behind.”


  Carefully moving closer, Patsy saw the formerly six-armed demon sitting in a pool of greenish blood, looking dazed. Apparently, Ardina’s blasts weren’t quite as good at cauterizing the wounds they created as some of the demon weaponry was. The demon was at the tail end of bleeding out.


  Better make its last moments count.


  Employing her cable claws once more, she sent them flying, like steel extensions of her will, to wrap around the demon’s throat, cutting off its pitiful moaning.


  “I know you can speak; I heard you playing general earlier. So, here’s the deal. You’re dying, and I don’t have the skill or, honestly, the inclination to do much about that. What I can do is make it quick. If you tell me why your hell bros took my friend. That work for you?” She didn’t need to ask who had sent them, considering where they’d come from.


  The demon considered for a moment, then nodded.


  Patsy let the cables loosen just enough for it to speak.


  “Kill the cat. Bring the battery.”


  “Battery?” Patsy repeated, nonplussed. “Battery for what?”


  The demon shrugged and shook its head. Apparently that information was above its paygrade.


  Patsy sighed. She didn’t particularly relish what she had to do next, even if it was ultimately a kindness, something the demon hardly deserved.


  Tightening the grip of her cable claws again, Patsy took a deep breath and was about to put the pitiable creature out of its misery when it took a great heaving sigh, shuddered, and went limp. The cables went slack. Patsy gently lowered the demon’s body to the sand before extracting her claws, glad that this was one death not being added to her tally.


  She didn’t know what Dormammu needed Ardina’s cosmic energies to power, but whatever it was, there was no chance in any hell that it was good. And no chance that she could handle it alone; Hellcat might be a creature of magic, but she had no aptitude for its use.


  Luckily, Patsy knew someone who did. A sometime Defender and the Sorceress Supreme of the Dark Dimension who, if Patsy remembered correctly, also happened to be Dormammu’s niece.


  Clea Strange.




  Chapter Two


  The Dark Dimension


  Clea sat alone in the rebel headquarters, staring at the magical map spread out before her on the roughhewn table. She had long since dismissed her council of generals and lieutenants and now she shared the quiet war room with only dust and doubt.


  Her eyes passed over the constantly shifting landscape of the map section that depicted the Never Hills, its random undulations still able to make her nauseous if she spent too much time contemplating them. Luckily, they weren’t her focus tonight. Umar’s forces didn’t like fighting there any more than her own did, so it had yet to become a battleground of any significance, but she knew that might not last. Nothing about the Hills ever did.


  She spent a few brief moments studying the shining barrier that separated the most populated areas of the Dark Dimension from the territory of the Mindless Ones. The sinuous golden line was as bright and strong as ever, with no visible areas of thinning. She breathed out a quick sigh of relief before moving on.


  Her attention this evening was centered on Umar’s palace, the seat of the Azure Throne. It had proved nigh impregnable during the many times it had changed hands over the millennia, from Dormammu to Umar and back again, a constant tug-of-war on a scale that made mortal sibling rivalry look like ants fighting over crumbs.


  The palace remained the one obstacle to the rebellion’s success. It had never been taken by force, only by magic and treachery – the magic Dormammu’s and the treachery Umar’s. But now that Dormammu had been defeated, perhaps for good, and Umar had absorbed his power, it did not look like there was much chance of the royal residency falling to those means, either.


  Clea almost wished she could reach out to Stephen for guidance, as she used to… but no. It was at least partially Doctor Strange’s fault that Umar had been able to defeat her brother Dormammu in the first place, as Earth’s Sorcerer Supreme had thrown in with the power-hungry Faltine goddess to protect his world from the Dread One. He hadn’t appeared to give much thought to the fact that doing so would subject Clea’s own world to Umar’s reign once again, and Umar was easily the more malicious of the two despots. That Stephen could so casually and callously put his own world’s needs above hers was perhaps understandable.


  It was not necessarily forgivable.


  As she contemplated the palace-in-miniature, chin on her fist, Clea gradually became aware of a buzzing sensation in her ears. Irritated and thinking it a swarm of the small insects that plagued the underground hideout, she brushed at the sides of her head, yet came away with nothing but strands of silvery-white hair for her trouble.


  Realizing it was not bugs bedeviling her, Clea sat up straighter and tilted her head to the side, concentrating on the sound. It wasn’t a drone so much as white noise, a pattern of static like what came over the radio during her and Stephen’s car rides when they passed through a tunnel. After a moment, she thought she could make out words.


  Clea… need you… hurry…


  A moment further, and she recognized the voice.


  Patsy Walker. Hellcat.


  Clea hesitated for the space of a breath, recalling that the last time she had left her rebels and their battle to free the Dark Dimension from the Dread Siblings and come to the Defender’s aid, she had been promised assistance in return. Assistance that had yet to materialize.


  But ultimately that didn’t matter.


  Patsy wouldn’t be calling out to her unless she was in dire straits and truly needed her. Clea had no choice but to answer her old friend’s call.


  •••


  Patsy needed caffeine, acetaminophen, an ice pack, and the darkest, quietest room in the Parringtons’ beach house. Some anti-nausea medication couldn’t hurt, either.


  Using her psionic powers had often left her with killer migraines in the past. Then the Titanian priestess Moondragon, who had fostered those abilities within Patsy and trained her in their use, had seemingly taken the powers away again in a fit of pique.


  Telepathy had never really been in her bag of psionic tricks even before Moondragon’s temper tantrum had emptied it out, but Patsy had always been able to sense when her loved ones were in danger. She supposed it wasn’t telepathy so much as empathy, but the connection was the important thing, not the words used to try and define it.


  Clea was someone Patsy loved; she’d been a dear friend since Hellcat’s earliest days with the Defenders, and a source of great comfort when Patsy’s mother had died. Though their paths had diverged greatly since their attempt to start that team anew with Valkyrie, she still knew Clea would do anything for her, just as she would do anything for the purple-loving Sorceress Supreme.


  And that they would both do the same for Ardina, who wouldn’t even be here if not for them.


  Unlike telepathy, empathy wasn’t just a one-way street controlled by the mind reader, not when both parties shared in the emotional bond. It went both ways, and it was that two-way connection that she hoped would allow her to reach Clea across whatever vast distances that separated them.


  So, she concentrated on those ties of love and friendship, remembering past battles against the likes of Mandrill and his Fem-Force, the Order, even Satan himself, calling to mind images of Clea and the feelings of warmth and affection those memories evoked.


  There.


  Patsy didn’t know where “there” was, exactly – probably the Dark Dimension – but distance was meaningless where love was involved, and her questing mind had brushed up against the bright silver and violet beacon that was Clea’s essence, like a moth seeking flame, minus the whole burning to death part.


  She homed in on that lodestar and, focusing every ounce of psychic ability still left to her, began sending the same message toward it over and over.


  Clea… need you… hurry…


  She only stopped when the pain in her head threatened to split her skull in two, not knowing whether her call had been heard or not, but too exhausted from the effort to attempt anything else for now.


  Patsy supposed if this didn’t work and Clea didn’t show, she would have to enlist the help of Doctor Strange. Not an appealing thought; she knew how strained his and Clea’s relationship had been of late. Long distance romances were hard. They were even harder when they spanned dimensions instead of globes.


  Add in one party’s rampant womanizing, and, well… maybe she should try contacting the Surfer instead? He could travel between dimensions, and he did sort of have a vested interest in Ardina, her having been the Eve created from his cosmic Adam’s rib, so to speak. Though he hadn’t exactly forgiven any of them for that little stunt yet…


  Yeah. This better work.


  As she lay back on the world’s most comfortable sectional couch, which had probably cost as much as the annual royalties she made on all her books combined, Patsy’s back twinged painfully again. That Mindless One had really done a number on her, but she knew she’d been lucky. It could easily have killed her, especially catching her unawares like that. As it was, she was definitely going to need some downtime to get back into fighting trim.


  Which in turn meant it was unlikely that she’d be able to accompany whoever she ultimately did wind up getting to go after Ardina.


  All the more reason for it to be Clea.


  Patsy went back to trying to send her message across dimensions through her tenuous empathic link with her friend, doing her best to ignore both the pain in her head and in her lower back.


  Clea… need you… hurry…


  “By the Vishanti, Patsy, there’s no need to shout.”




  Chapter Three


  Clea sat on a chair matching the much-vaunted sectional, waiting for the Parringtons’ doctor to finish his examination of Patsy. It had always been a source of secret ironic amusement to her that Stephen Strange, at one time a celebrated neuro­surgeon who had kept the moniker of “Doctor” when he began his study of the mystic arts, had taught her few healing spells beyond those lending temporary strength to an ally so they could continue to fight. What curative charms she knew she had learned herself, but neither those nor the basic first aid training she’d received at Stephen’s insistence would be enough if her friend had some type of spinal-cord injury.


  Patsy had suggested summoning a healer from amongst the Defenders or Avengers, but the only other individual Clea knew for certain could both heal with any ability and get here quickly was Norrin Radd, and the Silver Surfer was not taking her calls these days. He had still not forgiven her for plunging a knife into him to create Ardina, even though he acknowledged the necessity of it afterward. Clea supposed she couldn’t blame him – she had literally stabbed him in the back.


  “What about Doc Strange?” Patsy had asked, and Clea’s answering snort had been both derisive and incredulous.


  “Stephen? No. His focus is on putting broken universes and timelines back together these days. Not so much people.”


  Or hearts, she’d thought, but hadn’t said.


  So, they had called the non-superpowered doctor and now she sat looking around the well-appointed room while the doctor poked and prodded Patsy’s back, hips, and legs, eliciting several quickly suppressed gasps of pain. Bowls of fresh purple asters adorned every table, blooms that weren’t indigenous to this tropical climate, but which Clea knew were common to the Centerville, California area where Patsy had grown up. Stephen had never cared much about money, conjuring it as needed, but Clea imagined it must cost a lot of it to have flowers flown in every day just to make Patsy feel more at home.


  Finally, the doctor stood and turned so he was facing both Patsy and Clea.


  “Nothing is certain without imaging, but from my physical examination, I’d say it’s more likely muscular than nerve-related, probably a strain. The symptoms should fade on their own, especially if you’re not particularly active.” He looked pointedly at the formfitting Hellcat suit Patsy still wore. “For now, I’m going to prescribe some muscle relaxers, painkillers, and partial bedrest. It won’t do your back any good to stay on the couch for a week watching your favorite soap operas, but you do need to take it easy for a while. No gallivanting off saving the world. Doctor’s orders.”


  “Thanks, doc,” Patsy said, sitting up slowly to shake his hand, obviously trying not to wince as she did so. “Sort of figured that’s what you’d say.”


  At Clea’s raised eyebrow, she shrugged.


  “Not my first rodeo,” Patsy said, which clarified absolutely nothing.


  The doctor gave a perfunctory chuckle as he scribbled something illegible on his prescription pad. Then he handed the slip to Patty and showed himself out.


  As soon as she heard the door close, Clea turned back to Patsy. “Alright. Now that I’ve been reassured that you will not, in fact, be permanently paralyzed if I don’t rush you off to the nearest operating table or summon any Defender or Avenger with even a smattering of healing ability within a hundred-mile radius of us, I will ‘chill out’ as you suggest and you can tell me the story again. And don’t leave out a single detail. Anything can wind up being important information once placed in its proper context.”


  •••


  “…and that’s all I could get out of Dormammu’s goon before he went to whatever afterlife demons get sent to,” Patsy finished up, taking a drink from one of the sweating glasses of lemonade currently leaving wet rings on the Parringtons’ glass-topped coffee table. A uniformed member of the house staff had, unbidden, brought out a tray holding a pitcher and glasses before disappearing back into the woodwork. “I don’t know what he wants Ardina for, but it can’t be good, for her or you.”


  “A reasonable enough conclusion to draw,” Clea agreed, eschewing her own glass of the too-sweet, too-tart drink after one sip. “But an incorrect one.”


  Patsy had swapped out her catsuit for a more comfortable graphic tee and sweats after the doctor left, so Clea could clearly see her brow furrow beneath wisps of red hair as the other woman frowned at her.


  “How do you mean?”


  “Though I don’t recognize any of the demons you described, I can tell you that they were not Dormammu’s minions.”


  “But, the Mindless–”


  “I didn’t say they weren’t from the Dark Dimension. Clearly they were. But they didn’t take Ardina on Dormammu’s orders. They couldn’t have, because Dormammu is no longer ruler there. Umar is.” Clea couldn’t keep her mouth from twisting around the name, even more sour on her lips than the lemonade had been. She hoped her explanation would be enough to get Patsy to drop the subject. Umar was – and likely always would be – a touchy subject for Clea.


  “Ah,” Patsy replied, nodding. But her frown didn’t dissipate entirely. “I met her once, when ole Dormouse had kidnapped me so I couldn’t rat him out to Mephisto. She was suspended upside down in a magic bubble trap at the time. Still cool as a pickle and twice as spicy, though. Tried to manipulate me into letting her out. Didn’t work, of course.


  “Well, at least not on me,” Patsy amended. “Obviously someone let her out at some point if she’s the one running the show now.”


  “Indeed,” Clea responded, trying vainly to steer the conversation elsewhere before–


  “Say,” Patsy said suddenly, her demeanor brightening. “You’re Dormammu’s niece, right? So doesn’t that make Umar your…?” She trailed off in sudden embarrassment. “Oh. Right.”


  Clea’s smile was tight as she willed her cheeks not to flush.


  “Yes. Dormammu is my uncle. Which makes Umar… my mother.”


  It was still hard to force her mouth around those words, all these years after learning the truth. She’d grown up worshipping Umar and Dormammu, just like everyone else in the Dark Dimension. Then Stephen had come along and revealed the siblings’ true natures, how they cared nothing for the people, instead manipulating and using them as mere props in their constant tug-of-war for the throne. Fueled by that knowledge, Clea had joined the rebellion against Umar and become its leader, determined to depose the evil tyrant once and for all.


  And then she had discovered that evil tyrant was her own flesh and blood. That the tyrant had, in fact, given birth to her. Clea’s whole world had turned upside down, and she’d been haunted by a burning question ever since: If she came from such evil roots, how could she herself be good?


  “Hey, I’m really sorry–” Patsy began contritely, but Clea waved her words off with an impatient gesture.


  “My lineage is hardly your fault, Patsy,” she replied, determinedly tamping down both the nagging question and her worries about its answer. Whatever else she might be, she wasn’t her mother, or her uncle, and that would have to be good enough for now. “Whether it’s of relevance to this situation remains to be seen. But one thing is clear: if my mother plans to use Ardina as a battery, then she most likely has one of two goals. Either she’s decided to stamp the rebellion out for good, or…”


  “Or what?”


  “Or she’s decided ruling the Dark Dimension isn’t enough for her anymore and has set her sights higher. Which means the entire Archipelago of Anguish and Redemption could be in danger.”


  “That… sounds bad,” Patsy replied, her face squinching into an exaggerated look of dismay.


  Clea laughed, appreciating her friend’s attempt to lighten the mood.


  “You have a rare gift for understatement,” she replied, her smile sitting easier on her lips this time. Still, it quickly faded. If Umar was indeed planning a campaign against the entire Archipelago, it was more than Clea and her rebels could handle alone. Umar’s power had already swelled to god-like levels with her absorption of Dormammu’s magic. If she also had the Power Cosmic to draw upon – a thought that was almost too horrifying to contemplate – Clea wasn’t sure who would be able to stop her.


  But she had to try. Her lineage wasn’t any more Clea’s fault than it was Patsy’s, but it was her responsibility. Not to mention Ardina’s wellbeing. The woman wouldn’t even exist if it weren’t for her.


  “If we…” she began, then stopped herself as Patsy shifted her weight on the couch and tried to hide a wince. “If I am to stop her, I am going to need help. Very powerful help.”


  “Doc?” Patsy ventured again, her tone not particularly hopeful.


  “Not a chance,” Clea replied flatly. “Umar wouldn’t be in a position to conquer anything if Stephen hadn’t aided her in overthrowing Dormammu. Whether it was under duress or not, he is literally the last person on Earth I would ask for help right now.”


  “OK, then. No Doc. Then who?”


  “I have just the person in mind.”


  That person was the Scarlet Witch. Doctor Strange himself might well have trouble besting her when it came to magical power these days. Clea had worked with her once long ago when they were both less accomplished and more naive. They had bargained with Hela, the Norse goddess of death, traveled to Niflheim, and battled frostlings and fire-trolls, all to try and reassemble the shards of Eric Masterson, who had been a stand-in for the thunder god Thor at that time. Wanda Maximoff had been the one who, in the end, had figured out exactly how to do that, though she had doubted herself every step of the way.


  Clea knew that Wanda’s power and confidence had only continued to grow from that point, and her hexes could alter the fabric of reality itself. She imagined that even with Ardina’s power bolstering her own, Umar would have a hard time combating that.


  She hoped so, anyway.


  Closing her eyes, Clea prepared a quick incantation to summon Wanda. It wasn’t exactly polite to pluck a fellow magic-user out of her daily life and transport her suddenly from there to here without getting her permission first, but dire times sometimes called for ill-mannered actions. She’d already spent more time than she could spare making sure Patsy was in no immediate danger of death or permanent injury.


  “From whence the Scarlet Witch doth abide,


  Winds of Watoomb bring her now to my side!”


  “Oh, no, Clea!” Patsy exclaimed in alarm, her face losing all color. “You do not want to do–”


  It was, of course, too late.


  With a sound like a strong wind scattering autumn leaves and a rising chill to match, Clea’s call was answered.


  But to her surprise and Patsy’s evident relief, it was not Wanda Maximoff who answered her summons, but Wanda’s old teacher, Agatha Harkness.


  Or, rather, Agatha Harkness’s ghost.


  “Hello, Clea, my dear. So nice to see you again after all this time. Wanda is currently… indisposed. Is there something I can help you with?”


  If not for the fact that she was translucent and floating in midair, Agatha could be an older version of Clea herself, summoned from some far-distant, far more conservative future. The older sorceress sported the same silver hair as Clea, but whereas Clea’s was long and flowing, Agatha’s was short and more severe, parted in the middle and brushed back in lofty wings that accentuated her aristocratic features and haughty eyebrows. Like Clea, Agatha favored shades of purple. But while Clea’s own clothing tended to be more formfitting for ease of movement, like the magenta and lilac leotard she now wore, Agatha’s long, prim dress, with white lace at collar and wrists, was considerably more demure. A cameo depicting the Three Graces at Agatha’s neck and a shawl the color of fine wine about her shoulders finished off the picture of a frail old woman holding onto the past.


  Of course, Agatha was hardly frail. Far from it. She was rumored to be older than Atlantis, and her knowledge of magic surely rivaled if not surpassed Stephen’s, though she practiced witchcraft as opposed to the mystic arts. A trivial distinction, since their disparate methods still yielded the same results.


  “I don’t understand,” Clea said, a bit nonplussed by the appearance of the witch’s shade. She hadn’t seen Agatha since Dormammu had kidnapped the old woman and her then-student, Wanda, in one of his many unfruitful bids for revenge in response to one of his many earlier defeats. The old woman had been decidedly more corporeal at the time. “I summoned Wanda. Why did you… manifest? Also, are you… dead?”


  “To answer your first question, let’s just say that all of Wanda’s calls are being forwarded to me for the time being and leave it at that, shall we? To answer your second, for the moment, yes. But you of all people should know that dead hardly means powerless.” Agatha’s rigid smile invited no further interrogation.


  That didn’t stop Patsy.


  “Why don’t you tell her the whole story, old woman?” the redhead asked, her tone accusing and inexplicably angry. “That Wanda lost it, killed you, and practically destroyed the Avengers before they could get her under control? All because you wiped her memory so she’d forget her kids, who never actually existed in the first place?”


  Agatha’s smile widened, though probably not as much as Clea’s eyes.


  Clea had no idea what Patsy was talking about, but it sounded as delightfully intricate as the plot of one of the daytime serials she and Wong sometimes enjoyed back at the brownstone when Stephen wasn’t at home. She’d been largely unaware of Wanda’s unfolding drama, so caught up had she been in her own.


  But now Clea understood Patsy’s earlier alarm. The sorceress had seen the damage Wanda could do when she lost control of her powers; if the Scarlet Witch had been so far gone as to kill her beloved mentor, it was frankly amazing there was still an Earth for any of them to be standing here having this conversation on.


  “If Clea had time for that tale, I imagine she would have used a telephone rather than a summoning spell.” Agatha turned her attention to Clea, effectively dismissing Patsy. “Isn’t that right, dear?”


  “Actually, I would love to hear that story. Sadly, you are correct, and time is of the essence. The Days of Wanda’s Life will have to wait for an occasion when Umar isn’t planning on using our friend to facilitate interdimensional conquest.”


  “And what is it that you were hoping Wanda would do for you, had she been able to answer your summons?” Agatha was all business.


  “Join me in standing against Umar. She has absorbed her brother Dormammu’s powers and is more puissant than she has ever been. And she’s kidnapped Ardina, who is formed of the Power Cosmic, seeking to augment her power even further. I created Ardina using a spell and knife given to me by Papa Hagg when we were facing off against the Order.” Again, Clea felt guilt well up inside her at the memory. What right had they to bring Ardina forth from the Power Cosmic solely for Earth’s need, as though the golden woman were merely a tool to be used and not a sentient being with thoughts and feelings of her own, just as the Surfer was?


  “Yes,” Agatha responded, interrupting Clea’s spiral of self-reproach. “The four corrupt Defenders needed four pure counterparts to return themselves and the world to balance, I remember. Go on.”


  “Wanda has bested the Dread Siblings in the past, and she’s the only one I can think of strong enough to help me stop a supercharged Umar.”


  “And Stephen–?”


  “–is not an option,” Clea finished firmly.


  Agatha’s eyebrows rose an inch or two.


  “Hmmm. Seems I missed more being dead than I had realized,” she said musingly, as if to herself. Then her gaze sharpened, and her smile took on a calculating quality.


  “Well, no matter. I have more than one student, and Earth has more than one Sorcerer Supreme.”




  Chapter Four


  Stunned silence greeted the ghost witch’s words.


  “Whatever do you mean?” Clea finally asked, wondering if death had addled the old woman’s mind. It would be perfectly understandable, especially if that death had come at the hands of a witch who could rewrite reality. A witch who had been both a beloved student and a cherished friend. “There can only be one Sorcerer Supreme at a time.”


  “Oh?” Agatha asked, one of her eyebrows arching so high it almost reached her hair. “I should think that if Wanda’s episode has taught the magical community nothing else, it at least exposed the lie that any edict governing the use of magic is truly immutable. Laws, as they say, were made to be broken.”


  Clea had no response to that. Luckily, Agatha didn’t seem to expect one. She continued as if she’d merely delivered her opinion on the state of women’s fashion these days rather than having undercut the foundations of all magical learning. Then again, Clea supposed it hadn’t actually been Agatha who had done that. It had been Wanda.


  “That being the case, the idea of multiple Sorcerer Supremes existing at the same time is hardly a scandalous suggestion. However, I am speaking of a woman who wore the Eye of Agamotto before Stephen. Her name is Margali Szardos of the Winding Way. As you can imagine, she’s very skilled and wields a great deal of power. And the student I mentioned is Holly LaDonna. She was originally Wanda’s pupil, back before the children… happened. Then she became my student. She’s both adept and eager and I believe she’d be an asset to your mission. I’d be happy to make introductions. Though of course we’d go to them, as opposed to summoning them here. Manners, you know.”


  Clea ignored Agatha’s implied reproach. To be fair, it wasn’t as if she’d pulled the old woman away from her life, since she technically didn’t have one at the moment. One would think she might actually be grateful for the company, considering.


  A former Sorceress Supreme and, reading between the lines, an untested apprentice. And Agatha had pointedly not volunteered herself. Dead might not mean powerless, but it did generally mean less powerful, so the ghost’s reticence came as no real surprise.


  Still, this was not the sort of aid Clea had been hoping for. Not even close.


  But they had a saying on Earth that beggars couldn’t be choosers. She would have to take what she could get.


  “That would be lovely, Agatha, thank you.”


  “Excellent. Is there any business you need to finish here before we depart?” She pointedly did not look at Patsy. Clea got the feeling that the redhead had annoyed her, and that she was not one to brook annoyances.


  Patsy didn’t wait for Clea to speak.


  “Go. Save the world. Dimension. All the dimensions. Whatever,” she ordered, making a shooing motion. “I texted Val, and her mom is on the way here to look after me even as we speak, so chances are high I will need rescuing next. The sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll get back.”


  Clea couldn’t help but smile at her often hotheaded, always bighearted friend.


  “You’re sure?”


  “Does cheese go with crackers?”


  “…yes?” Clea hazarded, not at all certain. Stephen hadn’t been one for keeping snack food on hand. If it weren’t for Wong, he probably wouldn’t bother with a refrigerator or pantry at all.


  “Darn tootin’. Now, get! You’re blocking my view of that overcompensating TV screen, and my favorite show is about to start,” Patsy said, forced cheerfulness evident in her voice. She made no move toward the several remote controls lined up like soldiers on the coffee table near the lemonade tray.


  “Oh, and Clea,” she added softly, “don’t get dead.”


  Before Clea could open her mouth to respond or say goodbye to her friend, Agatha uttered a string of words she couldn’t quite hear. The world blurred and spun, then quickly righted itself.


  Clea was used to teleporting via various means, so she wasn’t particularly disoriented. Still, it was customary to give your passengers warning before hurtling them through space-time. And Agatha had the gall to scold her about manners?


  They were in a clearing next to an old-fashioned carnival wagon, though there was no matching carnival in sight. The sun had just cleared the tops of the eastern mountain range and shone brightly in the crystal blue sky, warming her skin and fading Agatha’s spirit to little more than an outline. Birds chattered and sang as they flitted amongst the trees. The smells of pine, wet grass, flowers, and rotting wood mingled together like a perfumer’s Frankensteinian experiment, but it somehow managed to be a delicate, ephemeral scent instead of the olfactory assault it should have been.


  It was beautiful. Charming, like something out of one of Stephen’s books of fairy tales and folklore.


  But the fairy tales Clea had read were usually about witches, and they were seldom the good kind.


  “Welcome to Germany,” Agatha said.


  “Bavaria, to be exact,” a woman spoke from behind Clea, her words oddly accented and her tone cold. Almost as cold as the knife blade Clea felt pressing into her throat. Clea hadn’t heard her approach, which meant the woman was one of three things: incredibly stealthy, a magic-user, or both.


  “But don’t get comfortable,” the sneaky, knife-wielding sorceress added. “You won’t be staying.”


  Clea didn’t get comfortable.


  Instead, using the martial arts and self-defense lessons both Stephen and his manservant Wong had drilled into her during her time on Earth, Clea kicked one foot back until she met her attacker’s shin, then scraped it down the length of the woman’s leg as hard as she could, finishing the maneuver off by stomping on her attacker’s unprotected instep.


  Even as her leg was moving, her elbow was also in motion, as Clea took advantage of the woman’s slackening grip to swing it up and behind her, planting it somewhere in the general vicinity of her attacker’s cheek. She thought she heard a crunching sound – broken teeth? – but couldn’t be sure because she was already spinning away, preparing to call upon the Flames of Faltine.


  The incantation died on her lips at the sight of the woman who’d spoken.


  Before her stood a woman with sun-kissed skin and wavy brownish-red hair, much of it hidden beneath a red kerchief tied around the crown of her head. She wore large golden hoops in her ears, a peasant blouse, and a bright blue skirt. She was barefoot, and unsmiling. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth, smearing onto the back of one hand as she reached up to wipe it away.


  What momentarily stayed Clea’s tongue was not the bloody evidence of her handiwork, but the translucent image of another woman superimposed over the kerchiefed one. She wore the same features and unwelcoming expression, sans the fat lip, but seemed to stand taller. Her skin was that odd shade of green people here called chartreuse, and she wore a golden cap with spiraling ram’s horns on either side, covering green hair several shades darker than her skin. Her flowing white dress billowed slightly in a wind Clea could not feel. Ornate knee-high boots completed her ensemble.
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