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Barren tundra surrounds me as far as the horizon all around. Ice crystals cling to the skeletal remains of blackwood trees sharpened to points by the ceaseless wind and thick permafrost below the dust makes my paws ache as I walk steadily along the single path that meanders through this place of eternal darkness.

The only thing that grows here are lurid red spider lilies that feast on the blood and souls of the unwary traveller. Their usual, subdued fragrance in the realm of the living is overpowering and noxious in this realm, working on the mind to trick the unsuspecting traveller off the path. Should someone step into the flowers, the cloying perfume would lure the air out of its victim whilst the blossoms feasted on their soul.

My destination is barely one mile ahead of me as the magpie would fly, but I must keep to this path which is determined to take me anywhere but straight to where I need to be. One single misstep and even I will be lost to a different plane...or worse. I can’t resist the shudder that ripples through my muscles and makes my fur quiver as I clamp my teeth more firmly around the golden jewel and keep to the rules of this infernal plane of existence.

The gaze of countless eyes is on me as I pad carefully along. I just need to reach Sehun and it will be okay. Yet even as I dare to think about my beloved barely one mile away from me, I feel the path below me tremble. Static cackles around me and the smell of burning metal fills the air. A low growling of some evil being hums jarringly through the air as it enters this plane and impenetrable shadows begin to coil around me, robbing me of my vision as I scrat around in the dust to try and feel the borders of the path.

My nose brushes against one of the spider lilies and pollen rushes into my nose, sticking to my airways and blocking it so that I can only breath through my mouth. I scrabble back from the duplicitous star-like flower before taking a cautious breathe, the jewel safe in my teeth seems to keep the pollen from sticking in my mouth at least. I blink furiously and shake my head until my visions clears. I am still on the path and the blinding shadows receded as I focus my mind once more and try to ignore the blood that has begun dripping from my nose.

Something bites down on one of my tails, razor sharp fangs snapping through the bone. The gagged screech that leaves my throat sounds alien as it screeches from behind the jewel and immediately another unseen beast has taken a vice-like grip of my jaws as it tries to take the jewel from between my teeth.

Biting down harder on the jewel, fragments of the crystal break off and fizz against my lips. Streaks of white light flash from my jaws. The jewel is almost at the end of its existence with only the smallest amount of magic left within it, but it does at least force the demons to release their grip on me long enough that I can push myself into a sprint. 

I can still see Sehun ahead of me. It’s enough. The air is full of the cloying miasma of spider lilies mixed with the acridness of multiple demons somewhere behind and tempting bile from my gut. I dare not look behind. I keep my eyes on Sehun and take in as deep a breath as I can and fill my lungs before dashing forwards as fast as I can, paws barely brushing the crisp icy tundra as I call on my final reserves to reach my beloved who is now only one hundred yards away from me.

Pollen dust plumes around me, sticking to my fur and filling my mouth as I sprint through the only source of colour in this plane. Malformed finger-like appendages ripple out of the dark green stems and the discarded red petals scatter to the breeze like confetti. Away from the path through this realm, the shadowy appendages continually try to twine around my legs and pull me to the floor as the entire plane tries to bring me down and crush me as the demons from behind closing the gap on me again, the cruel chill of their presence swirls in eddies around my paws like breath.

Blood from my wounds feeds the ground and gives strength to the plane that makes the reducing fifty yards between Sehun and I feel as impossible to reach as if her were fifty miles away. Ice-burn rages through my muscles that are growing heavy and tired, almost paralysed from the exertion, and my lungs sear in the absence of fresh air flowing in. 

A sweet blend of vanilla and cinnamon fills my mouth along with the familiar of Sehun breathes into my nostrils and the warmth of our connection pushes the icy paralysis of this realm away. Even the spider lily appendages clawing at my legs relinquish their for a moment of respite. The demon that was almost upon me fumbled, losing its own footing within the perilous plane to be devoured by the tendrils. The demon squealed and cried out for the others to help it out as it’s body was crushed in a series of sickening crunches and squelches that spurred me onwards.

With less than ten yards left between Sehun and myself and the precious widening gap the presence of his soul granted me, a small demon that had somehow gone unnoticed landed on my back, venomous claws raking through my fur and gauging my sides as I toppled into corpses of the spider lilies. Red petals spiralled in the cloying miasma and dark shadow fingers twine around my limbs and tails as the cat-like demon dug its own claws in even deeper, tearing through hide and muscle as the venom burned into my blood.

‘Give us the jewel,’ the demon hisses as it claws as my clenched jaws in an attempt to knock the jewel from between my fangs. The crystal is barely holding together as a few more fragments of the jewel break away barely even tickling my lips as they fall and doing nothing to dissuade the demon atop me. (describe demon after research).

Scrabbling against the spider lilies and their grotesque shadowy appendages that have managed a firm grip on most of my tails, I twist around enough to dig my claws into the icy ground to get enough grip and yank myself free of their grasp. Pain like lighting fires straight up my spine and sears through my body as I pull free of the last shadowy tendrils and stagger forwards the final few steps to where Sehun is bound.

The world around me is distorted and blackness threatens to overtake me as I focus on my beloved. Blood is pooling into my mouth and fizzing against the fragile jewel. Now that I am close enough to see Sehun clearly, the subtle shimmer of magical bindings are visible. Energetic cords of black rippled against the dim world; the final attempt of Tu Eui-ti to keep Sehun and I divided for all eternity. One last act of revenge against me even in her demise.

Set us both free. I think, finally relinquishing my grip on the jewel and nose it across the dais towards Sehun. More of the crystal splintered away from golden jewel as it made its stumbling roll, tottering perilously as motes of pale gold light gracefully rose from the jewel as it slowly disintegrated.

The cintamana jewel I had taken for myself thousands of years ago and carried inside of my mouth for most of that time had final served its purpose. The jewel had transformed as many times as I had until both of us had become something so far removed from how we started out in life and fusing together as extensions of each other. It was like watching myself fade away as, with a final high-pitch hum, the jewel shattered into countless specks of dancing golden light that created a brilliant arc of light above the dais and spread into a dome that kept the ravenous demons away from us.

As specks of light settle over Sehun, his honey colour skin takes on a shimmering, golden lustre like term of Pure Bright sunrise filtering through hazed glass. Sehun’s eyes flutter slowly open and I watch the light slowly enter into his umber eyes as his consciousness reawakened. The cold stone dais was carpeted by golden light and slowly warmed beneath me until it felt more like I was lay in the deep furs of Tsiangxiao where I had first met Sehun.

Somewhere close by, there was a faint murmuring of humans chattering and a fire crackling merrily as it tended to the business of cooking chicken. The savoury aroma of buttered skin crisping up in the flame as lemon and tarragon infused the meat softly wafted around me along with the muskiness of wolves. Seong and Sang were close by, but my body wouldn’t move. I couldn’t even cry out to my wolf brothers and let them know we were here. I wasn’t even sure what I was anymore.

Sehun reached out to me and stoked my forehead. His palms were warm and soft, creating a pleasurable wave of tingling in the wake of his touch.

‘What a journey you and I have had,’ he said lightly, tucking his finger under my chin and tickling my head towards his, his other hand combing through my hair. His voice was faint as the life ebbed away from him.

Human. I am human.

Tears filled my eyes. He was dying again.
I failed to save him again.

‘Hey little one. Don’t cry,’ Sehun added reassuringly ruffling my hair before he shuffled heavily over to my side and lay down, pulling me against his chest and holding me tightly in his arms that still held strength and warmth. ‘This is how it should be. This is the natural order of things.’

Words that had turned to ice upon my numb tongue were washed away by tears and cries as my heart throbbed and seared instead. Sehun smiled, a strained laugh tumbled across his lips as he continued fussing through my hair. The natural order of things. Sehun had only said that to me once and I had disregarded his advice. Even I couldn’t help but laugh awkwardly. How many times had I defied the natural order? 

‘How will we find each other again?’ I had never died before. Unlike Sehun who had walked countless lives since we first met, I had never submitted to the natural order.

The sweet muskiness of wolves grew stronger as Seong and Sang finally joined us. The heavier scent of Seong moved away as he softly padded towards Sehun while Sang quietly dropped down behind me, her silken fur brushing against my arms as she wriggled closer and pressed her warm body against my shoulders.

‘Don’t you know by now that our souls will always find their way back to each other?’ Sehun sighed. His words seemed confident though his fingers pressed into my arms more tightly as though he was trying to pull me into his body so that we would never separate again.

‘I would recognise you in another lifetime, in entirely different bodies, and in different times. Have I not done so countless times already?’ Sehun shuffled back from just enough that he could gently lift my face towards his and he fixed me with his intense gaze. How many lives had he lived by now? His gaze never faltered and he barley blinked as he defied the clutch of death upon him to stay with me as many moments longer as he could manage. ‘Even if there was only total darkness and your were mute and I was deaf, I would still recognise you. I would know you in my heart and in my soul. Even if I were blind I would still find my way back to you. I will love you even after the very last star in the sky has burnt out into oblivion.’

Finally, Sehun blinked. Slowly and intentionally like the way a cat communicates its affection. His gaze wandered over my entire being and took in every detail as though etching every part of including the specificity of my freckles into his memory for all eternity. He grimaced as his gaze swept over my lower body. I couldn’t feel anything below my shoulders and didn’t want to know what had happened there since I felt my tails being torn from my body.

I wanted to tell Sehun what he meant to me too, that I would do anything and everything in my power to find him in every lifetime too, that he completed me, that he was my home... ‘I’m so tired,’ was what came out, my head dropping heavily back to Sehun’s chest. It was so hard to keep my eyes open. My eyelids felt like leaden curtains and the golden light still above us was weighing down upon me as though pressing me into a fine down mattress and settling over me like a heavy fur skin, like the one Sehun had given to me when I was barely more than a fox cub.

‘There is no one that has lived or will ever live that can do more for someone than you,’ Sehun teased, turning on to his side, still facing me with one arm draped lightly over my shoulders. ‘All you have ever done for me speaks for what’s in your heart. Who else would enter into hell and give everything away as you have?’ Sehun’s fingers traced their way across my face, touching lightly upon my brow, my cheeks, my lips, my throat, and finally to the spot just at the top of my spine where his fingers, finally succumbing to the waning life, trembled as they brushed down to my nape before his hand fell softly to the floor.

‘Sehun... Promise me that the next time we finally come together, neither one of us is dying.’ 

No answer came. Sehun simply smiled his coy, knowing look as his eyes slowly closed and the last of his breath sighed from his parted lips.





