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Chapter One: Arrival in the Crescent City
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The rain greeted them like a familiar friend - sudden, warm, and unapologetically heavy. As the airport shuttle rolled through the flooded streets of New Orleans, Madison Hall pressed her palm to the foggy window, watching as moss-draped oaks and waterlogged sidewalks blurred past like ghosts from another lifetime.

Tommy sat beside her, fingers laced with hers, eyes trained ahead. Even in the hush of the shuttle, his presence grounded her.

They were engaged now.

She still hadn’t fully absorbed it - how fast everything had shifted since Savannah. Since the mirror messages, the locket, the spirits that lingered too long. And since Tommy.

“You sure about this?” he asked gently, reading the flicker of hesitation on her face.

She smiled and leaned her head against his shoulder. “About you? Absolutely.”

He gave her hand a squeeze. “I meant the Airbnb.”

She laughed, the kind that was mostly breath. “It’s a block from Bourbon Street. If it’s haunted, at least it’ll come with jazz.”

Tommy grinned but said nothing.

The driver took a sharp turn, water splashing up against the undercarriage. Outside, the buildings were tighter now - paint-chipped balconies with wrought-iron railings, colorful shutters barely clinging to the sides of crumbling facades. New Orleans wore her scars openly, especially this far out from the Quarter.

As they arrived, Madison felt the shift in the air. Not just the smell - earthy and rich with decay - but something deeper, like the city itself was watching.

Their Airbnb was a grand shotgun-style home, painted a fading shade of coral with climbing ivy reclaiming its side wall. Gas lanterns flickered on either side of the tall double doors.

Madison hesitated on the threshold.

Something was... off. Not malevolent. Just waiting.

She didn’t say a word.

Not yet.

Madison forced a breath into her lungs, reminding herself that not every old house carried secrets. But her instincts - honed by ghosts and gutted truths in Savannah - no longer gave out warnings without cause.

Tommy unlocked the front door with the brass key left in a small tin box on the porch. The hinges groaned as he pushed it open, revealing a wide central hallway with original pine floors, streaked with watermarks and age.

Madison stepped in slowly.

The air inside was thick, not with dust, but with memory. Walls bore the scent of mildew and rain-soaked timber. A painting of a magnolia wilted slightly on one wall, its frame cracked. An antique chandelier dangled from the ceiling above, its glass prisms glinting like watching eyes.

“Well,” Tommy said, setting their bags down, “she’s got character.”

“That’s one word for it.”

Madison walked through the hallway, running her fingers along the wainscoting. Each room they passed was layered with faded elegance - velvet drapes sun-bleached to ivory, clawfoot furniture with chipping paint, a parlor piano with three yellowed keys stuck mid-note.

“Did the listing say who owns this place?” she asked.

“Just a management company. Local, I think. But they mentioned it’s been in one family for generations.” He paused, reading from his phone. “The Ducharme family. Some big local name in the past, maybe?”

“Sounds Creole.”

Tommy nodded. “We’re in the Tremé, right at the edge of the Quarter. This house probably stood through Reconstruction, the Jazz Age, Katrina. It’s soaked in history.”

Madison glanced upward. The plaster ceiling bore faint water stains shaped like petals - or claw marks.

“Soaked in something, that’s for sure,” she murmured.

That evening, after unpacking and cleaning off the worst of the mildew, they made their way down Esplanade Avenue for dinner. The French Quarter pulsed like a living thing, swollen with neon and music. It smelled of powdered sugar, gasoline, beer, and old stories.

Madison inhaled deeply. It was a far cry from Savannah’s slow hush, but it felt electric. Wild. Full of promise - and danger.

They ducked into a corner restaurant on Royal Street lit only by candelabras and low amber sconces. It was the kind of place where every table whispered secrets and every server looked like they’d walked out of a Southern Gothic novel.

Over gumbo and blackened catfish, Tommy tapped a finger on the folded tourist map between them. “So, want to hit Jackson Square tomorrow?”

“I thought we were here to relax.”

“We are,” he said. “But I also made a few calls.”

Madison arched an eyebrow. “Tommy...”

“I know. I know,” he said, raising his hands. “You’re just here to eat beignets, drink chicory coffee, and recover from nearly dying in a haunted house.”

She gave him a half-smile. “Basically.”

“But... one of my historian friends at Tulane said there’s a connection. A name. Someone who shows up in both the Whitmore papers from Savannah and post-Civil War land documents here in New Orleans.”

That got her attention. “A name?”

He leaned in, voice quiet. “Jean-Baptiste Ducharme. He was an undertaker. But more than that - he may have been part of the earliest formation of The Order.”

Madison’s fork froze midair.

“You’re kidding.”

“I wish I was.”

She set the fork down. “So, you brought me on our engagement trip to a second haunted city to track down the ghost of a corrupt undertaker tied to a death cult?”

Tommy grinned. “I also promised beignets.”

Madison stared at him. Then she laughed - a full, tired, honest laugh that shook something loose inside her. “Fine. But you’re paying for every café au lait.”

Back at the house, she stood at the bedroom window while Tommy showered. Outside, the night had deepened. The hum of insects, distant jazz, and dripping water composed a soundtrack unique to the Crescent City.

In the backyard, the overgrown garden was littered with statuary - weathered angels, moss-covered urns, and a broken sundial. Moonlight glinted off a rusted gate half-swallowed by vines.

She turned from the window, only to pause again.

The mirror above the dresser had fogged.

No one had touched it. No steam from the bathroom had reached it. But still, the glass was hazy - like breath lingered there from something long dead.

Madison stepped forward cautiously.

There were no words this time. Just a handprint. Small, delicate. Child-sized.

She blinked.

When she looked again, it was gone.

Madison didn’t sleep much that night.

She lay on her back, eyes fixed on the cracked ceiling while the ceiling fan clicked softly overhead. Tommy snored gently beside her, undisturbed. But Madison’s mind wouldn’t quiet. The handprint in the mirror had vanished, yes - but its impression stayed rooted in her thoughts.

Whoever had left it hadn’t meant to harm her.

They were reaching out.

Just like before.

Just like in Savannah.

She rolled over and stared at the nightstand. The leather-bound journal she kept for scribbling dreams and fragments of the day sat unopened. After Savannah, she had started documenting everything. Anything unusual, even faint feelings. Because now she knew - sometimes the smallest clue held the greatest truth.

With a sigh, she opened the journal and wrote a single word:

Child.

She paused, tapping the pen to her lip.

Then wrote beneath it:

Small handprint on the mirror. No steam source. No reflection caught in glass. Too high for a child still living in this house. Possibly residual energy or a conscious attempt to communicate.

She shut the book softly, returning it to the drawer.

In the hallway, a floorboard creaked.

Madison sat upright in bed.

She listened - closer this time. Another creak, soft and hesitant, like someone walking barefoot over old pine.

Carefully, she slid out of bed and stepped into the hallway. The lights were off, but moonlight spilled in from the transom above the door, casting a soft glow across the floor.

She crept toward the sound.

It led her to the parlor. The air there was denser - cooler.

And the piano... one of its keys was depressed.

Not stuck. Pressed. As if a finger still rested there.

Madison approached slowly. “Hello?” she whispered.

The room held its breath.

Then, a note played - a soft, melancholy A-sharp that lingered just long enough to raise the hairs on her arms.

She stepped back, heart pounding.

A low rustle came from behind the curtains - then nothing.

Just silence.

And the faint scent of jasmine.

Madison backed away from the piano slowly, never taking her eyes off the ivory keys. Her breath came shallow, uneven. She wanted to call for Tommy, but something inside her told her not to - not yet. Not until she was sure.

She glanced toward the window.

A breeze pushed the curtain slightly aside.

But the glass behind it wasn’t just reflecting moonlight.

There, etched faintly into the pane, was a name:

Lucille.

She moved closer, squinting. The letters looked scraped in by a fingernail or something finer. Not carved, not permanent - but definitely intentional.

Lucille.

A child’s name? A former tenant?

It faded before she could trace it.

She exhaled, spine prickling, then turned back toward the hallway. But something made her pause - a sound like a child humming, barely audible, coming from the front porch. It rose and fell like a lullaby, innocent and chilling at once.

She crossed the parlor slowly, pushed open the door, and stepped outside.

The street beyond was silent, slick with rain. The gas lantern flickered. No child in sight.

But on the porch swing - a small porcelain doll rested gently on the cushion. One eye missing, its tiny dress damp with dew.

Madison hadn’t seen it earlier. It hadn’t been there.

She knelt beside it. On the doll’s wrist was a frayed ribbon. Embroidered on it in worn thread was the name again:

Lucille.

Her breath caught.

From inside the house, Tommy’s voice called groggily, “Maddie?”

She turned quickly. “Out here,” she replied, standing up fast.

He appeared in the doorway, rubbing his eyes. “What are you doing?”

Madison hesitated. “I... thought I heard something.”

He frowned. “You’re shaking. Come inside.”

She followed him in, but not before glancing back at the doll.

It was gone.

Back inside, Tommy handed her a glass of water and sat with her on the edge of the bed.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded, but only slightly. “There’s a girl. I think her name is Lucille.”

Tommy didn’t question her.

They had long passed that stage.

Instead, he asked, “Do you want to leave?”

“No,” Madison said firmly. “I think... I think she needs something.”

Tommy studied her. “Not another haunting.”

“Maybe not haunting,” Madison said, gripping his hand. “Maybe... a message. Maybe this time, we’re supposed to listen before things get worse.”

He nodded. “Then we listen.”

Madison leaned her head against his shoulder, the knot in her chest tightening with something unfamiliar - not fear, but a growing sense of purpose.

This wasn’t just a trip.

It was a calling.

Later that night, Madison couldn’t bring herself to fall asleep.

Tommy dozed beside her again, one arm draped over his chest, but she lay there, still as the humid air pressing through the cracked windows. Her eyes drifted back to the windowpane, searching for any trace of the name. Nothing. Only glass now. Only reflection.

She turned and stared at the ceiling, listening to the soft rhythmic clink of the ceiling fan. In Savannah, she had learned that spirits clung to spaces for reasons - they were echoes of trauma, yes, but also of purpose. Unfinished business. She’d faced murder and grief back home. Solved the mystery of a forgotten couple whose lives ended in whispers and blood. And she had hoped, foolishly maybe, that she was done with all of that.

But Lucille had found her.

Why here? Why now?

She rolled onto her side and reached again for her journal.

This time, she sketched the doll - round porcelain cheeks, hollow left eye, stitched ribbon with the name. Below it, she wrote:

Lucille. Approx. age 5 - 7? Appears connected to the house. Possibly nineteenth or early twentieth century. Initial manifestation passive - mirror fog, piano key, physical object left and removed (doll). Residual haunt or intelligent spirit?

She tapped the pen to her lips again, a habit she picked up when the logic side of her brain fought the part that had accepted ghosts as real.

Then she wrote one more line:

She’s not alone.

She didn’t know why she wrote it. Just that it came from somewhere deep in her gut. Lucille hadn’t spoken. Hadn’t screamed or shown herself. But there was a weight in the house. A cold pressure that felt larger than one small girl’s sorrow.

A presence behind the presence.

And it was watching.

Downstairs, in the locked cellar no one had told them about, something shifted.

A breath of cold moved through the soil-lined floor.

And buried under old brick and rotting wood, a second doll blinked open its glass eyes.

Its smile cracked.

And its tiny mouth whispered -

“Soon.”
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Chapter Two: The Cemetery Walk

[image: ]




New Orleans cemeteries had a way of making the living feel like trespassers.

Even in daylight, there was something about the way the above-ground tombs stood in tight, crumbling rows - some polished, others eaten by moss and mold - that felt more permanent than stone should. They weren’t resting places. They were reminders.

Madison stepped carefully between two cracked burial vaults, her sandals crunching gravel beneath. Her hand was looped through Tommy’s arm, but her eyes wandered.

Names etched in fading script.

Infant Maria Rousseau.

Madame Élise Gaspard.

Jules Broussard, 1917 - 1933.

A boy. Barely sixteen.

She ran her fingertips along his grave, feeling the indent of every letter. “Do you think people can still feel that they’re remembered?” she asked.

Tommy glanced over, brows raised. “You mean the dead?”

She nodded.

He considered. “If spirits linger for unfinished business, maybe memory is part of what tethers them here.”

Madison let out a slow breath. “Then Jules should know someone read his name today.”

They moved deeper into Lafayette Cemetery No. 1. The tour group had already peeled off, led by a wiry man in a straw hat with a voice like sandpaper and a flair for the dramatic. Madison and Tommy had chosen to linger behind. It felt more respectful that way. Quieter.

“I’ve been here before,” Tommy said, voice low. “Years ago. After Katrina.”

Madison looked up. “Really?”

“Came with my father,” he replied. “He wanted to see what was left of the family plots. His mother was from Gentilly.”

She squeezed his arm gently. “Did you find them?”

Tommy nodded. “Yeah. But something was... different. Like the city had shifted. Like even the dead were unsettled.”

A crow cawed overhead, startling them both. It landed on a nearby headstone and stared - head tilted, beak shut.

“Friendly,” Madison muttered.

“Watchful,” Tommy corrected.

They turned a corner - and froze.

A fresh bouquet of lilies lay at the base of a long-sealed tomb. A white ribbon flapped gently in the breeze.

To Lucille, it read.

Madison knelt beside the tomb, heart thudding like a drum against her ribs.

The lilies were fresh. Damp with dew but untouched by decay. Someone had left them recently. She touched the ribbon gently, brushing the embroidered script.

“Lucille,” she whispered aloud.

Tommy crouched beside her. “Do you think it’s the same girl?”

“It has to be.” Madison glanced around. “But how? How could anyone know we saw that name unless...”

“Unless someone’s trying to lead you somewhere.”

The air grew heavier as a low cloud drifted over the sun, muting the world in gray. The scent of the lilies mixed with something sourer - damp stone, old earth, mildew thick in her nostrils. She stood slowly and glanced at the tomb’s nameplate.

It was worn, but legible: BENOIT FAMILY CRYPT - EST. 1891

Benoit.

The name stirred something faint in the back of her memory - an old Southern name, maybe one she’d seen in a newspaper or heard in whispered Savannah rumors.

Tommy pulled out his phone. “There’s not much of a signal out here, but I’ll snap a photo.”

As he took the picture, the wind kicked up again, tugging at Madison’s dress and riffling through the edges of the ribbon. The moment he clicked the shutter, the tomb door creaked. Just a whisper. Enough for both of them to hear it.

They froze.

“I thought these things were sealed,” Tommy said quietly.

“They are.”

“Then who...?”

Madison’s breath caught.

Inside the tomb, a shape stirred.

It was slight - like a shadow shifting behind thick glass. No footsteps, no sounds of movement. Just a dark ripple, and the faintest sound of something... humming.

A lullaby.

Familiar.

Madison stepped back instinctively. “We need to go.”

Tommy didn’t argue. They turned, quickly retracing their steps through the narrow cemetery paths. The rows of tombs now felt closer, the air tighter, more electric. The hair on Madison’s arms refused to lie flat.

At the cemetery gate, Madison paused and looked back one last time.

The bouquet of lilies was gone.

They didn’t speak again until they were blocks away, the cemetery fading behind wrought-iron fences and the fluttering shadows of Spanish moss.

The sun had dipped lower in the sky, casting long, golden beams down Royal Street. Jazz spilled from a corner café, mingling with the scent of chicory coffee and fried beignets. The city buzzed with tourists and locals, utterly unaware of what stirred in the bones beneath their feet.

Madison and Tommy sat on a bench just outside a voodoo shop. She clutched a paper bag with two beignets inside, untouched. Her fingers were powdered with sugar, but she hadn’t noticed.

Tommy broke the silence. “You’ve seen things before. Spirits. Messages. Why did this one shake you so bad?”

She took a slow breath. “Because it’s starting faster this time. It’s like they already know I’m coming.”

“You think this is the same Order?”

“I don’t know. But that ribbon... that name. Lucille.” She shivered. “It was like she followed me here.”

Tommy leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Then we figure out who she is.”

Madison nodded. “And who the Benoit family were. I’ll bet that name is somewhere in the city’s old records.”

Tommy grinned slightly. “Luckily, I brought someone who knows her way around a historical archive.”

She nudged him. “Only if you bribe me with coffee.”

“You got it.”

They made their way to the Williams Research Center, a quiet haven tucked into Chartres Street - an old townhouse now lined with maps, deeds, and dusty tomes. Madison moved like someone entering a church.

Tommy, familiar with the process, retrieved an old property registry book while Madison scanned the digital database.

After nearly an hour of digging, Madison made a sound - a sharp inhale.

“I found them,” she said, waving Tommy over.

Benoit, Lucille Annette. Born 1898. Died 1906. Cause of death: unknown.

Tommy read the line twice. “Eight years old.”

Madison tapped the screen again. “And look - death registered under a Dr. Elijah Thorne.”

Tommy stiffened. “I’ve seen that name before. In Savannah.”

Madison stared at him. “You’re sure?”

He nodded. “He was on the ledger of the old house. He worked for The Order.”

She whispered the words like they were dangerous: “Then this isn’t just a haunting.”

“No,” Tommy said. “This is a connection.”

They left the research center with more questions than answers.

The city felt different now.

The buzz of Bourbon Street, the laughter, the clatter of carriages - Madison heard it all through a new filter. A veil had lifted. She couldn’t unsee the death record, couldn’t shake the knowledge that Dr. Elijah Thorne had crossed paths with them before, hundreds of miles away. The Order hadn’t just followed them - they’d been here. Were still here.

As they turned onto Dauphine Street, the gas lamps flickered, even though the night wasn’t yet fully dark.

Tommy checked his phone. “There’s a public record archive at Tulane. Might be worth checking out tomorrow. If we can find more about Thorne or this chapter of The Order...”

Madison wasn’t listening.

She was staring across the street.

A little girl stood under one of the lamps. Pale blue dress. Hair pulled into twin braids. Porcelain skin, almost glowing in the soft light.

Lucille.

She wasn’t looking at Madison. She was looking at the alleyway behind her.

Tommy turned. “Mads? You okay?”

Madison didn’t answer. She stepped off the curb.

The girl didn’t move. She only lifted one hand - and pointed.

Toward the alley.

Madison followed.

Tommy jogged after her. “Wait - what are you doing?”

But when they rounded the corner, the girl was gone.

In her place stood a narrow iron gate, half-rusted and barely clinging to its hinges. Beyond it, a cobblestone alley choked with weeds and fragments of old plaster. A stone carving hung over the entry: Maison des Larmes.

House of Tears.

Tommy pulled out his phone, but the signal had vanished again. “This isn’t on the map.”

Madison’s voice was barely a whisper. “It’s not meant to be.”

They stepped through the gate together.

The air shifted.

It smelled of rain that hadn’t come, of ash, of something old and buried.

And somewhere deep in the shadows, a door creaked open.

Madison crossed the threshold into the alley, the gate groaning behind her with a rusty finality. The cobblestones were slick beneath her sandals, as if they’d been kissed by mist rather than any rain. A breath of air brushed her neck - not cold, but laced with the chill of something watching.

Tommy hesitated at the gate before stepping in beside her. “Maison des Larmes,” he repeated. “I’ve never heard of this place.”

Madison nodded absently, eyes scanning the walls. They were high on either side, tall enough to block the sun even in midday. Layers of stucco flaked from the bricks, and creeping vines pushed up through the broken stone as if the city had tried to bury this path and nature had grown tired of waiting.

“I think this place is remembering,” she whispered.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know... it feels like grief is soaked into the walls. Like the alley has a memory.”

They continued down the narrow passage until it opened into a small courtyard, walled on all sides and completely silent. At the far end stood a wooden door - blackened with age and scarred with carvings. Symbols Madison recognized instantly.

“The Order,” she said, reaching out to trace one.

A spiral set inside a triangle. A serpent biting its tail. An open palm. She had seen these before - etched into wood in Savannah, burned into floorboards, buried in dreams.

“Why would this be here?” Tommy asked. “New Orleans is three hundred miles from Savannah.”

“Because they’re older than the cities,” Madison said. “They’re not from one place. The Order isn’t rooted in geography. It’s rooted in control.”

Tommy approached the door, noticing a rusted brass plaque nailed just beneath the carvings. The lettering was French, mostly worn away, but two words remained:

Chambre d’Éveil

Awakening Room.

He looked at Madison. “You think this is where they did rituals?”

“Or ended them.”

They both stood silent, absorbing the weight of that possibility.

Madison took out her phone to snap a photo, but the screen glitched. It flickered - first dimming, then going completely black. Then it buzzed in her hand and a photo appeared on the screen.

It wasn’t one she had taken.

A little girl stood at the threshold of the door, one hand on the frame, her face in shadow. Lucille.

And behind her, the door was open just a crack - just enough to show a figure standing inside. Tall. Hooded.

“No,” Madison whispered, backing away.

“What is it?” Tommy moved beside her.

She showed him the screen.

He inhaled sharply. “How - how is that even on there?”

She shook her head. “We need to get out of here.”

Tommy nodded, already turning, but the air around them had thickened. The wind picked up again, swirling in the enclosed courtyard like it had nowhere to go. The walls groaned. Then the door behind them slammed shut with a crack that echoed like a gunshot.

They ran.

Back through the alley, the way they’d come - though the path somehow seemed longer, unfamiliar, as if the space itself were shifting around them. The iron gate finally emerged from the shadows, and they pushed through, stumbling onto the sidewalk beyond.

The air snapped back into clarity.

Street sounds returned. Music filtered in from somewhere. A dog barked two streets over. Cars hummed past. The gate behind them now looked like nothing more than a forgotten service alley.

They both stood there, hands on knees, panting.

“That was not normal,” Madison gasped.

Tommy looked back. “And it didn’t want us there.”

“No,” she agreed, steadying herself. “It wanted us to know.”

Tommy placed his hand on her back, grounding her. “We’re going to find out what this is. Together.”

Madison nodded, still trembling. “We’re not just chasing ghosts this time. We’re chasing what left them behind.”

Later that night, back at their rented French Quarter flat, Madison sat cross-legged on the floor with her laptop, flipping between historical records, digital archives, and obscure forum posts about occult rituals tied to The Order. Tommy sat across from her, scribbling notes on yellow legal pads and sketching the symbol they saw on the door.

“Look at this,” Madison said suddenly. “The name Lucille Benoit pops up again - in a New Orleans parish registry from 1906. She was one of several children who died within a three-week span. The cause of death for each one was listed as ‘unknown’ or ‘wasting illness.’”

“That’s not coincidence.”

“No. And guess who signed off on four of the death certificates?”

Tommy looked up.

“Elijah Thorne.”

Madison leaned back. “He didn’t just move between cities. He carried The Order with him like a sickness.”

Tommy’s jaw tightened. “Then the house we found today wasn’t just a ritual site. It was ground zero.”

Madison stared at the screen. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, but her thoughts were elsewhere - on the alley, the door, the photograph that appeared unbidden.

“They were sacrificing children,” she said. “Lucille wasn’t just a ghost. She was a victim.”

Tommy reached across the table and took her hand. “Then we help her. We stop them. We do what we came here to do.”

Madison nodded, eyes fierce despite the fatigue behind them. “We bury the sins. One by one.”
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Chapter Three: Maison des Larmes
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The next morning, the sky hung heavy with a pewter haze, the kind of gray that made New Orleans feel suspended in time. Rain threatened but never arrived, leaving the air thick and sticky like it had secrets to keep.

Madison stood at the tall window of their rented flat, watching the flow of life down Chartres Street - tourists sipping chicory coffee at corner cafés, artists setting up easels in Jackson Square, and the occasional priest walking briskly past as if he knew too much about what haunted the streets.

She felt that old familiar pressure in her chest again. Not fear exactly. Not anymore.

Anticipation. A simmering pull.

Behind her, Tommy emerged from the kitchen holding two mugs of dark roast. “You didn’t sleep much.”

She turned, accepting the cup. “Didn’t want to. I kept dreaming about that door. The carvings... they were glowing.”

He raised a brow. “Glowing how?”

“Like they were breathing. Alive. Like the symbols themselves were awake.”

Tommy sat down at the breakfast table, sliding his notebook across the surface. He’d sketched out the three sigils they’d seen - spiral, serpent, palm - and drawn arrows between them, mapping their connection to known Order symbology.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “There’s a pattern forming here. If Maison des Larmes was a sanctuary - or a sacrificial ground - it probably had layers. Rituals always have rules. Gateways. Consecrated steps.”

Madison stared down at his sketch. “And if we follow the pattern?”
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