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Karina didn’t know what she had to face but she would do what it took to get Dorian back. They were all still in the garden. Ann wanted to take them back to the highland gardens where she thought that they were the safest. 

All the cats and crew with Karina were walking beside Brutus. She was happy to see them all and was glad that they were okay. Even Jasper who set Manny free. He wanted Dorian and the keeper to be freed as much as the rest of them. They found the spot where they had come through. Manny found another entrance that was not as small as one they had taken.

They walked through some tall grasses and now they were on the path that led to the highland gardens. Ann looked at Karina. “This is a wonderful garden and you should find some peace here. You need to rest as our journey will be a long arduous journey to Astaria.”

The cats found the path that took them over to the highland gardens. They all crossed over and when Karina felt the warm breeze on her face, she instantly felt a message come through to her. 

“He spoke to me. Dorian is fine right now but he fears what they will do with him and told me to stay away. My life was still in danger. The hunters will still be hunting for me.”

Ann let out a long breath. “I felt that was what it would be like. That means our travel to the city has to be through the underground gardens. The hunters will not go there. These gardens suck the magic out of them with the kind of magic that they have. But these gardens are not easy to travel through. Damp bogs where all kinds of creatures live. None of them can be trusted. Some are dangerous.”

Karina let out an uneasy breath. “Then we will have to use our own magic to keep us safe.”

“Yes, we will and with your magic not fully developed, you will have to stay close to us.”

Karina nodded. She went over to a grassy area and sat down and looked over the view. The sun was starting to set, casting a golden glow over the waters. They shimmered in golds and reds.

Ann left her and turned to the rest of them. “We have to come up with a plan and that means we need a map of what route we will take. Then we know what gardens to take. I have a small bag in my pocket that contains the maps of all the gardens here and even the underground ones.”

Jasper shook his head. “We are going to be entering into the most dangerous gardens though. They all hook up to the city of Astaria, where all the thieves of the day hang out. They will also know that Karina is still at large along with the rest of you.”

“I doubt that we will be a prize worth hunting for but Karina will be, and they will toss us aside for the creatures to eat if they can get to her.”

Whiskers came up beside Ann. “I know a path that skirts around all those nasty bits. As long as the spider cats are not around, we can scoot through pretty fast.”

“Good to know,” said Ann. “I know what those spider cats can do, so if we can get around them and some of the other nasty ones, we will do that.”

They all gathered around her while she took out her map and they all looked it over and together they found what could be the best possible route to the city. Ann looked over at Karina. She had curled up on the grass. Whiskers went over to her and sat down beside her. She put her arm around his little body and they snuggled up for the night. 

The rest of them stayed close by and on their own grassy beds. Ann lay on her back and watched the stars. She was not looking forward to this journey but they had to get Dorian out and possibly the keeper. They needed both. Jasper and Manny had told her the state of the garden and house. She agreed with Jasper that the garden would soon disappear. 

But if they could retrieve the keeper and Dorian, they might be able to save some of it and make a new garden. Ann closed her eyes and let herself fall into a dreamless sleep. 

The next morning, they all woke to a misty rain that was falling on them. Ann got them all up. It would be raining all the more in the next hour, she was guessing so they had to get to the first garden that would take them on the start of their journey. 

Ann was hoping when they got to the other garden that they could find food. She knew quite a few in these gardens and some of them could provide food and drink for them. Even the cats could get fed. 

Ann led the way with Brutus sticking close to Karina. She carried Whiskers in her pouch that she made from a piece of cloth that they had wrapped some of their food in. His leg was better but a bit stiff. Karina didn’t mind carrying him for a bit until he got his leg better. She didn’t want him to get even more hurt when they entered the underground gardens. 

The rain started to get heavy just as they came over a grassy hill. There was a wide path that slipped over the small hill. They all quickly took the path and now were in a new garden. It was afternoon here already and the winds were strong. Ann looked over at them all behind her. “I know there is a small cottage up ahead. The owner’s name is Bella. She will give us some food and drink for everyone. She might have some news as well.”

Karina was happy to hear that Ann knew some people along the way, and that everyone would get fed. She couldn’t get to Dorian fast enough. She thought about trying to contact him but she didn’t know if she could. Maybe once she ate and had something to drink, she would give it a try.

The cottage was just over a small hill. Styx and Samaru took off running toward the cottage along with Jasper and Manny. Karina was guessing that they knew her. That gave her some comfort. 

Bella just happened to be in her garden when she saw the cats coming. She stopped what she was doing and came running out to greet them. “I can’t believe you guys are here. I thought you guys had all met great danger with what I had heard.”

Ann came running up to her and they both hugged. “We are alright but we are on a journey that will put us in great danger. One of the hunters got Dorian and we have to go and get him.”

“Where did they take him my dear?”

Ann blew out a breath. “The Society of Magic.”

Bella gasped. “You can’t go there. I’ve heard that the city is all abuzz about who they have in the castle. I never dreamed it would be Dorian. There is also someone else they have that they are proud to have caught.”

“That would be the keeper,” said Ann. “We have to save him too. Things are so unbalanced back in the gardens that it will disappear soon.”

Bella shook her head. “Come inside and tell me all about it. I will feed you all. It looks like you could use a good meal.”

Ann turned to Karina, “I want you to meet someone, Bella.” 

Ann gestured for Karina to come. Bella smiled at her. 

“Bella, I want you to meet Dorian’s love, the one he has been waiting for a long time. This is Karina.”

Bella’s big brown eyes went wide. “Really? Oh my, I’m honored to meet you.”

Karina gave her a small smile. “Thank you, it’s lovely to meet you.”

Bella smiled at her. “Well, I certainly can feel your magic now. It makes sense to me now. Thank goodness the hunter didn’t get you too.”

“I know, but we need to get Dorian back.”

“I’m sure you will find a way dear. I certainly hope so. Come let’s eat.”

Karina went ahead. The rest followed her. Ann waited and went in with Bella. They shared a look and it was grim. 
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The city of Astaria was huge and Gabriel hated every morsel of it. The place was full of mischievous creatures that lived in gardens that could trap you and spit you out at the same time. 

He had made it to the castle of the Society of Magic and told them who he had caught. The guards looked down at him frowning and after he showed them, then they led him into the garden. To get to the place they had to go down a stone path lined with trees on both sides, that dripped droplets of water, or Gabriel hoped that was what it was, down on them. He couldn’t wait to gather his reward and get out. It would have been nice to have had Karina too but that didn’t work out. He would take what he could for now. 

They had very quickly taken Dorian from him and he was a little worried about that. Would they bother to give him his reward? It wasn’t until a tall, thin as a needle woman came out to greet him. She didn’t smile and made a face when she saw the shape he was in. “You could have cleaned up,” she said. 

“I wanted to bring him in as soon as I possibly could.”

She just gave him a look. “You want your reward and of course it’s only half as you didn’t bring in the other one.” Her voice was flat toned and condescending. Gabriel wanted to growl at her but he held his tongue. “The reward should still be handsome. I chased them half across many gardens. That should be worth something.”

She sighed as if she had not paid any attention to his rant. Gabriel still had his limp and it got worse when Karina had thrown out her magic at him. That gal was more powerful than what he thought.

The woman finally gave him a piece of paper. “Here, take this to the next level and they will pay you.”

He took the paper out of her hand and looked at it. “This is unacceptable. I want what was promised in the papers.”

“Don’t believe everything you read in the papers. You can go now.” She got up and started on her way back through the door she had come through. 

“Wait, there has to be more. This is a pittance.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Take it up with the ones at the next level.”

She shut the door on him and now he was standing with a piece of paper with such a little amount on it that he wished he had never embarked on the hunt. He limped his way to the stairs. There was no elevator system to take. He cursed under his breath as he took the first step.  

Dorian was comfortable enough. He didn’t know what was going to happen. He was certainly going to try and talk his way out of this situation. He had made trips here to the city of Astaria before but it was always on business and they always traveled by air to get here. That was a much safer travel method than traveling by foot or other means of transportation between the gardens. 

He wondered how Karina was and if they got to the other garden. She would be so lost and that was why he had to get out of here as soon as he could. When they first took him into the room to talk to him. They asked about Karina, if it was true that he had found this true love that matched his magic. 

He had to think quickly and said that he thought she was the one but she had very little magic. They accepted what he said so he was hoping it would go no further. But it had been hours since he had talked to them and he was wondering what was going on. 

A thought came to him and he wondered if they had found something perhaps. What could that be? The door opened and in came a man and a woman. He could feel the magic off of them. A bit of fear crept through him. 

“Please sit down, we must conduct a thorough interview. I’m Mara and this is Barat, he is an expert in the dark magics of the gardens.”

Dorian nodded. “I don’t know what I can help you with, that hunter was attacking us.”

Barat gave him a look and Dorian said no more. 

Mara had papers in front of her. “The first question I have is, why did you rush away from your garden, it was one that you had designed?”

“Yes, it’s been our home for quite some time. I had a complete staff and everything was fine until a witch visited us and she was looking for something but we didn’t know what. She cursed us all. But now we got attacked again and I didn’t want harm to come to Karina, so we left, with every intention to come back. But as it turned out, we got lost.”

“I see, you couldn’t get help?”

“No, the gardens we were in didn’t allow me to communicate with the ones in my garden.”

“I see, well there was great concern for you and Karina that once your magics combined that there would be great danger. We can’t allow that.”

“Karina has little magic so there is no magic to join with my own.

Barat now showed interest. “Is she then not the one?”

Dorian shrugged. “I’m not sure but it doesn’t look like it.”

Barat made notes of his own. He cleared his throat. 'What exactly were you going to do with Karina if you had not been attacked?’

“We might have become friends, I don’t know. She would probably have gone back home.”

He also wrote that down. There was a moment of silence in the room while both appeared to be reading their notes. But Dorian soon caught on. They were having a discussion between themselves. He took a deep breath. They both looked at him then. 

Mara stood up and Barat did the same. Dorian remained seated. “We feel that you are not completely forthcoming so we will have to detain you further and decide what to do next.”

Dorian shook his head. “But I have told you everything.”

“Yes, but not everything I think. There is something about Karina that is not completed yet in regard to information.”

“What is that?”

“Has her magic been hidden? You would surely know that. If it was hidden, can it become unhidden and she could use it?”

Dorian looked at Mara. “If her magic was hidden, I wouldn’t know what for.”

Barat nodded. “We will get back to you.”

They both left Dorian in the room. 

Dorian took a deep breath. “This did not go well.”

Gabriel had finally made it to the next level. He limped over to the desk where an orange haired girl looked up at him. “I have a paper here for payment.”

“Okay, give me the paper to process and I will pay you.”

“The lady downstairs told me to mention that if I wasn’t happy with the amount and wanted more, to take it up with you.”

She gave him a look and took the paper from him. “Oh, well I see but the amount seems very fair to me. This is most generous.”

“It’s a pittance, not generous. Look at it.”

She looked down at it and then sighed. “I will give you a bit more.”

She quickly processed the payment and handed him his payment. He looked down at it and shook his head. “This is not enough. Do you know what I went through to catch him?”

The red haired girl looked up at him and nodded. “Thank you for your work. Have a nice day.”

“Did you even hear me?”

Someone else came in and she looked over at them. They came up and handed her a paper. She looked down at it and then back to them. It was a man who looked like a hunter, thought Gabriel. He kept his distance. She processed the paper and Gabriel saw the amount. He took his payment, looked at Gabriel and shook his head and left. 

“How come he got so much more? I saw the amount.”

The red haired girl was now frowning at him. “You didn’t bring in both of them. So it was half payment and I did give you more.”

“You call coffee money more? That is ridiculous. I demand that you redo this.”

The door opened behind him and they came up behind Gabriel. “Is there a problem with him?”

“He wants higher payment and I did give him some but he is still not happy. He is demanding that I redo it.” She almost laughed when she said that.

“Let me look at his paper.”

She handed it to him and saw what was paid. He handed the paper back. “I’m sorry that you are not happy with the payment but everything is in  working order. You have been paid and now I suggest you go on your way.”

“What? This is barely enough to get me out of the city.”

“Then take the bus. Then you will have lots left.”

“No, I won’t, those buses are scams. They will not get me very far when I will have to buy yet another ticket. By the time I reach my destination, I will have spent all this on tickets.”

“You could take one ticket to get you through.”

“That would take all this money.”

“Sorry, I guess you will have to walk.”

He looked him over. “Might be a rough trip. Take care and be careful on your journey.”

They left him standing there. He looked over where the red haired girl was and she was gone. There was a man sitting there. He gave one look to Gabriel and he moved back. “Take care out there and be careful going down the stairs with your limp.”

Gabriel sputtered and headed for the door. He shut it and started down the stairs. This couldn’t be it. He would have to get more than this.”

He finally made it down when he saw something. They were moving Dorian. He watched as to where they were taking him. He made his way over to see what entrance they were taking. He gasped as it was the one where they took magic from certain ones leaving them with no magic at all. 

Dorian was about to lose his magic. 
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Bella had fed them and they all talked about the hunters and what they were all up to. It appeared that Karina wasn’t the only one that they were trying to hunt down. Bella had said that there was another one like Karina that they were on the hunt for but Bella was wondering if that was just gossip. She looked at Karina. “I would be very careful entering into the city. That place is nasty and full of opportunists. The gardens are full of creatures that are not friendly either.”

Ann nodded. “Yes, I know, I have been there but I think we have a safe route there. As for when we get there, that will be when we have to make a plan. Getting inside the Society will be a challenge. We have to disguise Karina and get to where they have Dorian and the keeper. This will be the most challenging.”

“But you think we can do it?”

Ann looked at Karina. “Yes, I do but I won’t lie, it will be hard to get our way through the city.”

Karina sighed. “I wish that hunter hadn’t found us. Dorian thought we were close to the old garden.”

“Well, the garden is in rough shape and the hunters did quite a bit of damage. We have to act fast and get him out and escape the city. Then maybe magic in the garden can salvage it.”

Karina sat in silence while the others ate some more and the cats now were all sleeping. Even Brutus was resting. She thought she should too. The journey ahead was one that filled her with fear. But she could do it. Get Dorian back and get the garden rebuilt. She went over to the couch and sat down. She looked over at Bella and Ann who were having a quiet conversation. She closed her eyes and drifted off. 

“That poor dear, she will be exhausted by the time you even get there. Her magic is coming to life I would say. That could be very dangerous,” said Bella.

“I have felt it since we came here. This concerns me as well. When we get into the city, the ones there will instantly pick up on her magic. That will draw attention to us that we don’t want.”

“You will have to do some powerful spells to hide yourselves.”

“I know, Brutus can do some but we will have to be very careful. I think we will go to the far end of the city where most of the bad ones don’t hang out. And I think Brutus and I will go to the Society and see what we can do.”

“Be careful what you ask for. They might question you.”

“I know, I’m thinking about what I’m going to do. I need an excuse to get inside. I’m hoping an opportunity will come up.”

The next morning, after Bella had fed them all, she made sure that they had some food to take along the way.

Ann hugged her and thanked her for all what she had done. She wished them all well and hugged Karina wishing her great success and to stay safe.”

They headed off to the trail going past Bella’s house. The trail led right to the next garden. Before they crossed over, Ann looked at them all. “This is the start of the journey into these gardens. The first one is not bad and we will be through it rather quickly. But when we enter, Brutus will hide Karina in a spell. We can’t take chances on any of them detecting her.” They all shared a look and then followed Ann through to the next garden. 

It was dark already in the garden and Ann was almost a bit relieved. Karina was thinking that the ones that she was concerned about might be sleeping? If that was the case, Karina felt safe going through the garden. The cats up ahead were sniffing and checking along the path so she knew if they picked up any danger, they would let them know.

They had come to a larger stone arbor. Ann looked back at them. This will lead us into another garden but it is attached to this one. It still might be night time there, we will see when we get there.”

Karina was hoping that this garden coming up would be the same uneventful journey. But as it would be, when they passed through, the garden was just waking up. It was very early but Karina was hoping they could make haste. The sun was rising over the flower beds in this garden. Bees were waking up and stretching out their wings. Birds had flown down to the garden from the trees above to get something to eat. 

Karina liked this garden but then Ann made a noise up ahead. Styx and Samaru growled and hissed. Brutus took hold of Karina’s arm and pulled her off the trail. He told her to stay in the shadows. She nodded but wondered what they had encountered. 

When she peeked out, her eyes went wide. She didn’t have to be told what they were. They were hunters and they were looking all around the garden. When they saw Ann and the crew, they questioned Ann and when they left her, Karina knew she must have told them the right things. They moved on their way. She watched them head to the next garden and disappear. She was about to leave her hiding spot when Brutus went flying over to her, telling her to stay. She wanted to ask why as the hunters were gone. A loud noise came over across the flower gardens. Karina looked and there was a large beast of a hunter still in the garden. With his howl, he bought the other ones back. They all rushed to him. Ann gestured for Brutus to bring Karina over real quick. Brutus came over to a path that cut across to where they were. He had Karina close by so no one could see her. 

They made it but Ann didn’t say anything. One of the hunters came over. “You better move on. We have found a magical being that needs to be brought in.” Karina could see the poor thing that they brought out of the garden. It went limp in the hunter’s grasp.

Ann was looking too. “That does not look like a magical being. That’s just a rabbit, one that doesn't have any magic to them. They just hang out in gardens like this.”

“How do you know so much?” 

“I have traveled these gardens enough to know what creatures are magical and others are not.”

The hunter looked over at the other one. He roared over to it and it brought over the creature. “Look at this if you don’t mind. Does it or not have magical abilities?”

Ann looked at the shaking beast. It was full of magic, Ann could tell and she just shook her head. “Nothing, it’s just a woodland creature.”

The hunter huffed and looked at the one holding it. He looked bewildered. “You just wasted our time, we could have been over to the other side already.”

The hunter let go of the creature and it flopped to the ground. The hunter sniffed and looked at Ann who showed no emotion. They all left and took off to the next garden. Ann looked down at the creature. “You stay safe and maybe go into hiding for a bit, okay?”

It nodded quickly. “Thank you.” Then it was gone. 

Karina was relieved that Ann saved the creature from those nasty hunter beasts. They went on their way and got into the next garden. This was a garden of very strange things. Karina stayed close to Brutus. Strange looking snakes were in the trees and Karina couldn’t help but feel watched and once she felt magic around her like they were sniffing her. 

Other creatures were grazing in the grasses next to the path. Ann looked back and told them not to leave the path. She directed that to the cats and they made sure they stayed on the path. 

They stopped at a bridge. Karina looked at Brutus who was studying this bridge as well as Ann was. She got out her map and the cats were all around her looking it over. One pointed their paw over to the other end of the garden. Brutus waited with Karina and they decided that they would go down the path next to the bridge. 

Karina looked over the bridge and all she could see was a path that went on and on. Where did it lead to? Maybe that is why they chose another path. They came to another bridge and Karina saw that they all agreed that this was the right path. 
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