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Katja had walked past the shop twice before she dared to stop.

It sat just off the main drag, tucked into a narrow side street where the noise of Bourbon Street dulled into something more breathable. The neon signs thinned out here. The laughter faded. Even the air felt different—thicker somehow, carrying smoke, damp stone, and something herbal she couldn’t name.

This was not the kind of place that advertised itself.

The tourist voodoo shops had been easy enough—bright windows, plastic dolls, grinning skulls, salespeople eager to explain everything before you even asked. Katja had wandered through those with polite curiosity and left with nothing but a sense of emptiness, as if she had skimmed the surface of something deeper and been waved away before she could look underneath.

This—whatever this was—felt different.

The sign above the door was hand-painted, the letters uneven and faded. No prices in the window. No postcards. Just bundles of dried herbs, strings of beads, small carved figures placed with deliberate care.

Her heart beat a little faster.

Once in a lifetime, she told herself. She hadn’t flown halfway across the world to stay comfortable. She had come because something about New Orleans had called to her—its history, its shadows, the way beauty and decay seemed to coexist without apology.

She wasn’t sure what she was hoping to find.

Only that she had been drawn here.

Katja pushed the door open.

A bell chimed softly, not cheerful but restrained, as if marking her presence rather than welcoming it. The air inside was heavy with incense—sweet, resinous, layered. Candles burned low on shelves and altars, their flames steady and unmoving.

Behind a small counter stood a woman, older, her hair wrapped in a faded cloth. She was murmuring under her breath, words blending into the smoke as she worked a bundle of herbs over a shallow dish.

She looked up.

Her eyes moved over Katja slowly, without curiosity or warmth. No smile followed. No greeting.

Katja felt suddenly conspicuous—too pale, too foreign, too obviously a visitor. Yet the woman said nothing. She simply returned to her murmuring, her attention sharp, watchful, as though Katja were a child allowed to roam but not trusted.

Katja swallowed and stepped further inside.

The shop was deeper than it appeared from outside. Shelves lined the walls, filled with objects that felt older than their materials—bones smoothed by time, jars of powders, candles marked with symbols Katja didn’t recognize. Nothing was labeled. Nothing explained itself.

She moved slowly, careful not to touch.

This wasn’t a place for browsing.

Still, she felt an unmistakable pull—an almost physical sensation—drawing her toward the back of the shop. She didn’t notice the shift at first, only that the air grew quieter, heavier, as if she had crossed an invisible line.

Her attention drifted.

And then she saw him.

He stood in a shadowed space near the rear, partially obscured by hanging beads and drifting smoke. His movements were deliberate, unhurried—hands working with quiet precision over a small altar. Candles, herbs, something carved from dark wood. His posture was straight, grounded, as if the floor itself recognised him.

Katja stopped breathing.

She didn’t know what kind of ritual it was. She only knew that it was not meant for her eyes.

And yet—

As if sensing her presence, the man lifted his head.

Their gazes met.

The world narrowed.

The shop, the incense, the murmuring woman at the counter—all of it receded until there was only that moment, that connection. His eyes were dark, unreadable, and impossibly steady. Katja felt caught, held in place by something she could neither explain nor resist.

Her pulse thundered in her ears.

She didn’t feel afraid.

She felt seen.

A sharp movement broke the spell.

A young woman of African descent stepped swiftly between them, her expression firm, protective.
“This area is private,” she said, her voice calm but unyielding.
The words hit like cold water.

Katja gasped softly, blinking as if waking from a dream. Heat rushed to her face—embarrassment, confusion, a sudden awareness of how far she had wandered without meaning to.

“I—I’m sorry,” she said quickly, her accent thickening under stress. “I didn’t mean to—”

The woman was already guiding her gently but decisively back toward the front. No anger, no accusation. Just boundaries.

Katja nodded, murmured another apology, and turned toward the door. The older woman behind the counter watched her leave, her eyes unreadable, the incense still smoking between her fingers.

Outside, the distant noise of the city crashed back into Katja all at once.

Music. Laughter. A passing shout.

She walked fast, heart pounding, until she reached the familiar chaos of Bourbon Street. Only then did she slow, pressing a hand to her chest, shaking her head as if to clear it.

What had that been?

She felt foolish—out of place, intrusive. A tourist who had wandered somewhere she didn’t belong and imagined meaning where there was none.

And yet—

As she merged into the crowd, Katja couldn’t shake the lingering sensation that something had shifted. That for a brief moment, she had brushed against something real—and been noticed in return.

She told herself it was nothing.

Then she disappeared into the lights, unaware that the shop behind her had already closed its door—not for the night, but for her.

For now.
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She had been brave to make the trip alone.

Katja reminded herself of that each evening as the sun slipped away and the city grew louder, wilder. She loved to wander during the day, to let New Orleans unfold at its own pace—but when night came, she retreated. A quiet dinner. A short walk. Then back to the hotel, where the door locked solidly behind her and the world stayed on the other side.

Jetlag claimed her early.

She lay down with the curtains half open, the glow of the city leaking in like distant fireflies. Her body was heavy, her mind still humming with impressions—the incense, the shop, the man in the back room whose gaze had followed her long after she’d left.

Sleep came quickly.

Too quickly.

She was standing again in the dim space behind the shop, though this time there was no doorway, no way back. Smoke curled around her ankles, warm and slow. The air vibrated—not with sound, but with presence.

He was there.

Not approaching. Not reaching.

Just there.

Invisible pressure held her in place, not forceful, not frightening—more like being pinned gently beneath deep water. She could not move, yet she did not want to. His attention wrapped around her like a boundary, firm and protective.

She felt something at her throat.

A strange thread—dark, humming, tight where fear should have been. In waking life it might have terrified her. In the dream, it simply was.

And he saw it.

His eyes lifted to her face, then to her neck, and something in him shifted. Not alarm. Recognition. As if he had known this thread long before she ever felt it.

The pressure around her softened.

She realized then she was not trapped.

She was being held.

For the first time in a long while, Katja felt neither alone nor in danger. The city did not loom. The dark did not threaten. Whatever had followed her here—whatever unseen tension had wound itself around her life—paused, uncertain, as if it could not cross the space he claimed.

She breathed.

The thread loosened.

And in that quiet, suspended moment, she understood without words that this was not a dream meant to frighten her.

It was a message.

She woke just before dawn, heart steady, sheets cool against her skin. The room was silent except for the distant hum of traffic and the echo of something deeper—like a drumbeat remembered rather than heard.

Katja lay still, one hand resting at her throat.

The thread was gone.

But the sense of being watched over—of having been seen and not turned away—remained.

She couldn’t forget the stranger.

Katja told herself she wasn’t looking for him when she found herself back on that narrow street the next afternoon. She walked with purpose, as if she had somewhere else to be, as if this were only a shortcut. She didn’t slow. Didn’t stop. Didn’t even look directly at the shop.

Not really.

She passed it with a swift glance, just enough to feel near it—near him—and that was when a hand closed firmly around her arm.

“Hey—miss.”

Katja startled.

The young woman of African descent from the shop stood beside her, grip steady but not rough, eyes sharp with urgency rather than anger.

“You need to come in,” she said quickly. “You need juju. You in danger. It’s important.”

Katja stared at her, heart jumping. “I—I’m fine,” she began, though even as she said it, she wasn’t sure it was true.

“I make you a juju,” the woman continued, already guiding her back toward the door. “It’s not expensive.”

Katja hesitated only a second.

An invitation was still an invitation.

Inside, the shop felt different than before—tenser, as if something had been disturbed. The young woman pushed a chair forward.
“Sit.”
Katja obeyed.

The woman moved quickly now, gathering herbs, beads, thread. Her voice rose and fell in a low chant Katja couldn’t follow, hands working with practised certainty. Katja sat stiffly, unsure whether to feel foolish or relieved.

Then the old woman spoke.

It was sharp, sudden—French, fast, and unmistakably displeased.

The younger woman froze, answered just as quickly, and then, without another glance at Katja, the two of them swept toward the back of the shop and out through a side door.

The silence they left behind was startling.

Katja sat alone, the chair creaking faintly beneath her weight. She didn’t know whether she was meant to wait or leave. Minutes passed. Nothing happened.

Except—

The pull.

Her gaze kept drifting toward the back room, drawn by the same invisible current as before. She shifted in her seat, unease prickling her skin. She remembered the young woman’s firm voice, the way she had blocked her path.

Private.

Katja stood slowly, telling herself she was only going to look outside. She moved toward the front window and peered out. The street was empty. The two women were nowhere in sight.

She turned—

And he was there.

He stood just inside the doorway, as if he had always been part of the room. The air seemed to change around him, settling. Katja froze, breath caught halfway in her chest.

He looked at her—not startled, not surprised.

As if he had been expecting her.

He looked like a creature pulled from the veil between life and death.
The skull makeup masked his face with bone-white starkness, yet somehow did not hide the fire in his eyes. His long raven-black hair flowed down his back like silk spun from shadow, and the delicate bones and feathers woven into the crown upon his head should have intimidated her.
But instead... they mesmerized her.
There was a pulse beneath it all—an energy she couldn’t name. His voice, when it came, was smooth but dark like aged rum, threaded with mischief and danger. The kind of voice that might damn or save you depending on the hour.  “Elián,” One word, his name.

And still...
She stepped closer. “Katja,” she stuttered,”
Without a word, he took her hand.

His fingers were warm, steady. He turned her palm upward, studying it with quiet focus, then lifted his eyes to meet hers. The contact held her in place, not through force, but through certainty.

“You looking for something?” he asked softly.

Before she could answer, he tilted his head toward the back of the shop.
“Come.”
The word landed like a bell toll.

Katja’s heart pounded as she followed him, disbelief tangling with excitement, fear threading through anticipation. He moved aside a small table and gestured for her to sit. He took the chair opposite her, close enough that she could feel his presence like heat.

She didn’t know how she had come to be here.

Only that she had been drawn—again and again—by something she could not name.

And now, sitting across from him in the quiet of the back room, Katja realized there was no turning back to who she had been before she entered that shop.

Not anymore.

After intense wordless eye contact, as if he was reading her intention, he led her past the curtain into the back room without asking. The space was cramped, cluttered with jars of murky liquid and wax-stained altars, but when he pushed her gently against the wall, Katja didn’t feel
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