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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag this as:

      Merrow Soulmates. Strangers to Friends. Soft fluff. Running away to another realm. Mentions of blood and violence. Awkward boys falling in love. Merrow stuff. Magic underwater. Nevarah is a sanctuary realm.
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      az·ure spi·ral

      /ˈaZHər spīrəl/

      

      The afterimage from a powerful Merrow spell, usually cast by a Merrow with significant magical ability. The brighter and more complex the spiral, the more powerful the spell and the Merrow.
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      Caiden picked his way through the filthy warehouse along the edge of the docks. The stench of decay, unwashed bodies and fish-left-out-too-long, left a far from tolerable scent in the air.

      He held a hand to his face, spinning a quick charm in front of his nose to filter out the scent and add in a bit of humidity. Venturing up on land was not something he cared to do very often, unless the circumstances absolutely called for it.

      In this case, he supposed it did. He’d been in the middle of sorting his most recent batch of shell containers when he’d felt the unmistakable pull of a Soulbond.

      The urgency to ‘port straightaway was almost unbearable, though he’d fought it for a second to call his sister and explain the situation. She’d promised to get started on things and shooed him off with a worried look.

      He could understand that. After all, a Soulbond that pulled that hard was usually the stirrings of a soul cry or a soul scream. The only difference between a cry and the scream was the intensity of the magic and need behind it, along with the possibility that his Intended soulmate would be either dead or close to death upon his arrival.

      The magic tugged at his core again and he followed it deeper into the warehouse, unable to keep from looking over his shoulder at the tall, half-opened metal door. He half-expected to see landwalkers crawling out of the shadows to shout at him for trespassing before they tried to kill him.

      Or maybe they wouldn't even bother with shouting insults and he'd just be dead. It was hard to tell. He could pretend to die, if it meant getting safely out of there and back to the water, but he didn't want to risk anything so soon.

      He had to find his soulmate, after all.

      Continuing to pick his way through the musty warehouse, Caiden mentally catalogued all of it for the return trip. He didn't want to get lost on the way back. With luck, it wouldn't take too long to scoop up his new soulmate and ferry them off to the closest body of water.

      A slight twinge of unease prickled in my his belly. Despite the musty interior, It didn’t feel or look like a typical warehouse, but he couldn’t quite write it off as a landwalker thing. There was a darkness that clung to the corners and he didn’t like the emotions that flooded him within moments of crossing over the threshold.

      Something terrible had happened here. Something awful and horrible.

      Caiden found himself summoning water before he could help it. The urge was half-instinct and half-experience on land. The more water he had around him, the safer he would be and the easier it’d be to get out of any possible issues.

      The magical pull continued to guide him through the shadowed warehouse, where the scent turned to something vaguely of dust and blood. It was bad enough to warrant a second scent charm as the first, apparently, hadn’t worked well enough if it was letting in any scent at all.

      It wasn’t until he was deep in the stacks of banded barrels and shipping crates filled with various cargo, that he spotted the trapdoor leading underground. If he hadn't been looking for something out of the ordinary, he'd have missed it.

      An odd place for a trapdoor, but logical, considering that trapdoors went below ground and given the lack of activity above ground, it only made sense that whatever horrors were present, were currently below ground.

      Shimmering ribbons of water swirled around him, coalescing out of thin air as he pulled on his element to gather enough moisture to use as a weapon. Water was, by far, the most superior element to exist.

      Easy to obtain and malleable enough to do just about anything. He fashioned the ribbons into flat straps, with little hands on the ends. Careful to use them to move the shipping crates to the side, he cast a secondary shield over his personal protections.

      Just in case.

      It never hurt to be prepared.

      The watery hands pried open the sleek trapdoor and he frowned at the soundless action. There were no sound charms on it, but it had opened without the slightest creak or squeak.

      That meant frequent use.

      Frequent enough that accessing and opening it wouldn’t attract any trouble, though the disguise of burying it under a few shipping crates seemed odd.

      Caiden peered down into the dimly lit tunnel, stretching his fingers carefully. He’d prefer not to touch anything at the risk of leaving fingerprints or worse, a magical signature.

      The ribbons of water lifted him up and gently lowered him into the shadowy interior of a rounded tunnel leading off into the distance. The lights grew brighter near the end, though the silence was deafening.

      He eyed the rough concrete walls as he glided along, noting that it was even easier to gather moisture here, within the tunnel. His water ribbons grew larger, almost to the thickness of his arms.

      As he neared the end, he could’ve sworn that he saw a shadow move, out of the corner of his eye, but it was hard to tell. Nothing moved when he stared directly at it, though a feeling of being watched, gradually imprinted on him.

      The end of the tunnel was just as non-descript as the entrance. It opened up into a wider walking path, until he came to a proper entrance with a metal gate and clear windows on either side.

      Ticket booths.

      Caiden ground his fangs together, his stomach clenching at the thought. The impression he had of the place was not settling very well with the connections his mind was making.

      He rusted the gate without a second thought, floating n through, following the tug of his magic as it grew more frantic. The distance between his desired Intended and the state of his surroundings gave some weight to the distorted portal that had brought him through.

      Given the oddness of the tunnel and the whole underground location, he could only guess that the reason he hadn’t been ‘ported directly to his Intended’s side was on account of their being moved.

      Quickly.

      Quite possibly from the very obvious fighting ring in front of him to a possible resting room or locker room. Caiden grimaced at the grisly sight in front of him.

      As a Merrow, he understood the urge to fight. The call to bloodlust and the way that sometimes, a fight was inevitable or the urge, too overwhelming to ignore.

      The difference, however, was fighting of his own accord versus fighting because he had no other choice. He’d heard of things like this before. They didn’t happen in Nevarah. Dragel ranked fighters—Gheyos—held official tournaments every five years and had their own special fighting circuit known infamously as The Pits, a time-altering space where anything could happen.

      But that was different.

      Here, he stripped off the scent charms, grimacing at the stench that hit him at once. It was ten times worse than what he’d caught a whiff of, above ground.

      Sweat, and blood, both stale and fresh were overlapped with the stale scent of various body fluids and a gut-churning freshener sprayed over it, that only made it worse.

      Caiden piked his way down to the large metal ring, taking note of how empty the entire space was and the obvious lack of any sort of magical security.

      There were no spells, no warning charms and no trespassing wards.

      A helpful detail, but also a sad one.

      It meant that maybe, perhaps, his Intended didn’t know who or what he was.

      And that thought—hurt.

      A bloody trail dribbled out from the empty fight ring and past the rows of spectator seating, all the way to a barely visible alley tucked away in a corner.

      Caiden followed the trail right through the door, using a quick unlocking charm to let himself through the locked door. He strained to hear any sort of sound, but nothing came through.

      He checked through two cramped sets of locker-turned-resting rooms, until the faintest, retching sound caught his ear.

      Caiden perked up at once, relieved when the magical tug coaxed him in the direction of the sound. His heart clenched, aching at the thought of his soulmate in such physical distress—and alone.

      He rounded the open doorway and came to a standstill at the sight that greeted him.

      A pop-up emergency shower of some sort was constructed in the corner and crumpled on the floor, heaving and tearing at bloodied limbs was a young man, half-dressed and nearly passed out in a puddle of vomit inches from his face.

      Caiden stared.

      He cast the scent charm again and ventured forward, cautiously. Their connection flared to life in
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