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PROLOGUE 
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The Last Day of Clara Hart 

The rain came down in sheets over Verity University, turning the ancient cobblestones into dark mirrors that reflected the gothic spires and twisted gargoyles above. Clara Hart stood at her dormitory window, watching the storm lash against the glass, her reflection a ghost superimposed over the rain-streaked campus below. She had been standing there for nearly an hour, her untouched coffee growing cold on the windowsill beside her. 

There was something wrong with the spire. 

It was a thought that had been nagging at her for weeks, ever since she had first noticed it—a subtle distortion in the angle of the university's most iconic landmark. The Crooked Spire, they called it, though the official history claimed it had been built that way intentionally, a nod to the imperfections of human knowledge. But Clara had spent the last three months studying architectural schematics in the university's restricted archives, and she had begun to suspect that the truth was far more sinister. 

Her phone buzzed on the desk. A text from Evelyn: You coming to dinner? 

Clara glanced at it and looked away. She hadn't told Evelyn what she had found. She hadn't told anyone. That was the first mistake, she would later realize—the instinct to protect the people she loved from a truth she wasn't yet sure she could prove. 

The spire leaned at exactly 3.7 degrees off vertical. She had measured it herself, using triangulation from three different points on campus. The university's official records claimed it was 2.1 degrees, a discrepancy that seemed small but was, in fact, monumental. A difference of 1.6 degrees meant that someone had altered the records. Someone had lied. 

And the lies went deeper than architecture. 

Her laptop glowed on the desk, open to a file she had named simply "O." Inside that file were sixteen pages of research—names, dates, photographs, and documents she had retrieved from the university's restricted archives using her graduate student access. The Order, they called themselves. The Order of the Crooked Spire. A secret society of alumni, faculty, and administrators who had been pulling strings at Verity for over a century. 

Clara had found them by accident, while researching the university's architectural history for her thesis. A footnote in a 1923 building report had mentioned "the Society's annual donation" to the spire's maintenance fund. That footnote had led her to a locked filing cabinet in the basement of the library, and that filing cabinet had led her to a hidden room behind the stacks, and that hidden room had led her to the truth. 

She had been there last night, in the library's basement, when she had found the ledger. 

The ledger was bound in black leather, its pages yellowed with age, and it listed names—dozens of them—of Order members stretching back to 1896. Prominent names. Powerful names. Senators and judges and university presidents. Names that appeared in history books, names that had shaped the course of the nation. 

And one name that appeared four times: Cassandra Hart. 

Clara's grandmother. 

The rain intensified, drumming against the window like impatient fingers. Clara turned from the glass and crossed to her desk, her hands shaking slightly as she opened the top drawer. Inside, beneath a stack of notebooks, was the ledger. She had taken it from the hidden room, knowing that the theft was a risk, knowing that she couldn't leave it there—not now that she understood what it really was. 

The Order wasn't just a social club. It wasn't just a network of influential alumni. It was an engine. A machine designed to shape the world from the shadows, to place its members in positions of power, to pull the strings of government and commerce and academia. It was a conspiracy, and it had been operating for more than a hundred years. 

And her grandmother had been a member. 

The thought made her stomach churn. Cassandra Hart had been a brilliant scholar, a pioneer in her field, a woman who had broken barriers and inspired generations of female academics. Clara had grown up on stories of her grandmother's achievements, had modeled her own career after Cassandra's example. The idea that her grandmother had been part of something so dark, so corrupt, felt like a betrayal. 

But the ledger was clear. Cassandra's name appeared four times, each one marking a different decade of membership. She had been initiated in 1947, had risen to a position of leadership by 1962, and had apparently been a member until her death in 1988. 

Clara had confronted her mother about it last week. That had been the second mistake. 

"Your grandmother was a complicated woman," her mother had said, her voice tight with something that might have been fear. "She did what she had to do to survive in a world that didn't want women like her to succeed." 

"Survive by joining a secret society that rigs elections and manipulates the economy?" 

"Survive by finding power where she could. Don't judge her, Clara. You don't know what it was like." 

"Then tell me. Help me understand." 

But her mother had refused to say more. She had changed the subject, had made excuses to end the call, had hung up with a flimsy promise to talk again soon. Clara hadn't heard from her since. 

The rain was letting up now, the storm beginning to fade into a gentle drizzle. Clara closed her laptop and slipped the ledger into her backpack, along with her phone and her keys. She needed to get out of this room, to clear her head, to decide what to do with what she had found. 

The Crooked Spire loomed through her window, its silhouette dark against the clearing sky. She stared at it for a long moment, thinking about all the secrets it represented, all the lies that had been built into its foundations. 

She had to expose the truth. She had to find proof that would stand up to scrutiny, evidence that couldn't be dismissed or buried. The ledger was a start, but it wasn't enough. She needed more. 

She needed someone she could trust. 

Evelyn was the obvious choice. Evelyn was her closest friend, the person who knew her best, the person who would believe her. But Clara hesitated, remembering the way her mother had reacted, the fear in her voice. If even her own family couldn't handle the truth, how could she expect Evelyn to? 

She grabbed her coat and headed for the door, her mind racing with possibilities. The library was still open—it was open twenty-four hours during finals week—and there were more documents she needed to examine. She had found references to a ritual, something the Order performed every year, something that required a sacrifice. She needed to know more. 

The hallway was empty, the other students either at dinner or hiding from the storm. Clara walked quickly toward the stairs, her footsteps echoing off the old stone walls. She was almost to the exit when she heard a sound behind her—a footstep, soft and deliberate. 

She spun around, her heart hammering, but the hallway was empty. The lights flickered, casting dancing shadows across the walls, and she felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE GIRL WHO VANISHED 
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The first thing Evelyn Carter noticed was the silence. 

Clara's room was never quiet. Even when Clara was studying, there was always something—music playing softly from her laptop, the scratch of her pen across paper, the gentle hum of her voice as she read aloud to herself. Clara was a presence, a constant low-level energy that filled whatever space she occupied. Her absence was like a missing tooth, a gap that you kept finding with your tongue no matter how many times you told yourself to stop. 

Evelyn stood in the doorway of the dorm room, her hand still resting on the frame, and tried to process what she was seeing. The room was exactly as it had been the night before—Clara's desk cluttered with books and papers, her bed unmade, her green hoodie draped over the back of her chair. The only thing missing was Clara herself. 

The only thing out of place was the coffee cup on the windowsill. 

It was still there, half-full, the surface of the liquid covered by a thin skin of cream and residue. Clara never left coffee unfinished. She was obsessive about it, a quirk that had driven Evelyn crazy during their first year of sharing a suite. "Coffee is sacred," Clara would say, and she would drink every last drop, even when it had gone cold and bitter. 

Evelyn crossed to the window and picked up the cup. The ceramic was cold to the touch, the coffee congealed into something that looked more like sludge than liquid. It had been sitting here for hours—probably since last night, since before whatever had happened had happened. 

She set the cup down carefully, as if it were evidence, and surveyed the room again. Clara's backpack was gone. Her laptop was still here, sitting open on the desk, the screen dark. Her phone charger was plugged into the wall, the cord dangling loose, the phone itself nowhere to be seen. 

Evelyn pulled out her own phone and called Clara's number for the fifth time that morning. It went straight to voicemail again, the same recorded message in Clara's cheerful voice: "Hey, it's Clara! I'm probably busy uncovering ancient secrets or something equally important, so leave a message and I'll call you back!" 

The beep came, and Evelyn hung up without speaking. She had already left two messages, and neither one had been returned. That was the thing about Clara's voicemail—it was a joke, a bit of self-aware humor that reflected Clara's love of mystery and intrigue. But now the joke felt hollow, even ominous. 

Where are you, Clara? Evelyn thought, turning in a slow circle. What happened to you? 

She had gone to Clara's room that morning out of habit, expecting to find her friend already awake and working, probably complaining about some obscure historical detail that no one else cared about. Instead, she had found an empty room and a growing sense of dread that was starting to feel like a physical weight in her chest. 

The RA's office was just down the hall. Evelyn had already been there twice—once at seven in the morning, when she'd first noticed Clara's absence, and again at eight, when she'd decided that something was truly wrong. The RA, a graduate student named Marcus with a perpetually harried expression, had promised to check Clara's schedule and see if she had any early classes. 

"I already checked," Evelyn had told him. "She doesn't have anything until noon on Thursdays. But she's always up by seven. Always." 

Marcus had nodded sympathetically and made some notes on a clipboard, but Evelyn could see the skepticism in his eyes. Clara was a graduate student, a grown woman with her own life and her own schedule. People slept in. People had late nights and forgot to charge their phones. There was no reason to assume the worst. 

Except there was. Evelyn knew it in her gut, that unshakeable instinct that had been screaming at her since the moment she'd opened Clara's door. Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong. 

She walked over to Clara's desk and sat down in the chair, the familiar scent of her friend's perfume—something floral and faintly spicy—still lingering in the fabric. She could picture Clara sitting here, hunched over her keyboard, lost in whatever research had consumed her over the past few weeks. Clara had been obsessed lately, barely sleeping, barely eating, completely absorbed in something she refused to talk about. 

"I can't tell you yet," she'd said when Evelyn had pressed her about it. "I need to be sure first. But when I am, I'll tell you everything." 

When I am. 

The phrase echoed in Evelyn's mind, taking on new and unsettling significance. Clara had been working on something, something she'd thought was important enough to keep secret. And now she was gone. 

Evelyn glanced down at the closed laptop. She hesitated—Clara was private about her work, protective of her research—but her instinct overrode her hesitation. She lifted the lid, and the screen came to life, showing a half-written document with the title "The Architectural Anomalies of Verity University: A Critical Analysis of Structural Documentation from 1896-1920." 

It was Clara's thesis. Evelyn knew all about it; Clara had talked about it constantly, about the discrepancies she'd found in the university's building records, about the way the official histories didn't quite match the physical evidence. Evelyn had listened to hours of Clara's theories about hidden rooms and false walls and deliberate misdirection. 

But this document was different. There was a second file open, minimized at the bottom of the screen. Evelyn clicked on it, and a list of names appeared—dozens of them, organized by year, each one accompanied by a brief description. 

Professor Whitmore. 1992. Dean of Humanities. 

Senator Hollis. 1978. Chair of the Education Committee. 

Dr. Helena Vance. 2001. Professor of History. 

Judge Miranda Benson. 1985. Circuit Court. 

Governor Thomas Reed. 1963. State Legislature. 

The list went on, page after page of names, all of them prominent figures in Verity's history, all of them connected by something Evelyn didn't understand. At the top of the first page, someone had typed a single word in bold: THE ORDER. 

Evelyn felt the temperature of the room drop several degrees. She had heard Clara mention the Order once, briefly, in passing. She'd dismissed it as Clara's overactive imagination, the kind of conspiracy theory that her friend was prone to chasing in her darker moments. But this document was meticulous, detailed, clearly the result of hours of research. 

What had Clara found? And what had happened to her because of it? 

Evelyn's phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, her heart leaping with hope, but it was just her mother, texting to ask about plans for the weekend. She ignored it and scrolled through Clara's open files, looking for anything that might explain where she had gone. 

There was another document, this one called "The Ritual." Evelyn opened it, her breath catching in her throat. 

The Order of the Crooked Spire holds an annual ceremony on the night of the vernal equinox. The ritual is conducted in the hidden chamber beneath the university's central tower. Five members of the Order participate: the Leader, the Witness, the Keeper, the Seeker, and the Sacrifice.

The Sacrifice is selected from among the Order's targets—individuals who have become threats to the Order's existence. The Sacrifice is brought to the chamber, where they are presented to the assembled members. The Leader performs the ritual, and the Sacrifice is...

The text ended there, cut off in the middle of a sentence. Evelyn scrolled down, but the rest of the page was blank. 

She sat back in the chair, her mind racing. The vernal equinox was in three days. The ceremony was going to happen in three days. And Clara had disappeared exactly when she'd gotten too close to the truth. 

It didn't take a genius to connect the dots. 

Evelyn looked at the time on her phone. 8:47 AM. The library would open in thirteen minutes. She had to go there, had to see what else Clara had found, had to find proof before it was too late. 

She closed the laptop and stood up, her legs unsteady beneath her. The world seemed tilted, off-kilter, as if she were seeing everything through a distorted lens. Clara was gone. Clara had been taken. And Evelyn was the only person who could find her. 

The university library was a gothic masterpiece, all pointed arches and vaulted ceilings and stained glass that cast colored light across the marble floors. Evelyn had always found it beautiful, but today it felt oppressive, the tall windows like watchful eyes, the endless shelves like rows of silent witnesses. 

She made her way to the history section on the third floor, where Clara had spent most of her time. The section was empty at this hour, the only sound the distant hum of the heating system and the soft padding of her own footsteps on the carpet. 

Clara's usual study carrel was in the corner, tucked between two tall shelves. The carrel was a mess—papers scattered everywhere, books stacked in precarious piles, empty coffee cups serving as paperweights. Evelyn sat down in Clara's chair and began sorting through the chaos. 

There were textbooks on architectural history, reference works on local government, a volume on the history of secret societies in American universities. Evelyn flipped through them quickly, looking for annotations, for any sign of what Clara had been chasing. 

She found it in a slim leather notebook buried beneath a stack of printouts. The notebook was filled with Clara's cramped handwriting, the words spilling across the pages in a frantic rush. Evelyn began to read, her heart racing. 

March 12

Found the first reference today. A footnote in the 1923 building maintenance report mentions "the Society's annual donation" to the spire's upkeep. The Society. Why not the university? Why the Society?

March 15

Cross-referenced the footnote with the university's financial records. The Society doesn't appear anywhere in the official ledger. But there are payments—large payments—that are unaccounted for. Where is the money coming from? Where is it going?

March 18

Found the filing cabinet in the basement. Locked, but I managed to pick it with a paperclip. Inside: documents going back to 1896. Letters, financial statements, membership lists. The Order. It's real. It's all real.

March 20

The hidden room. I found the hidden room. Behind the history section, there's a false wall. You have to pull specific books to open it. The Order's private archive. Decades of records. Decades of secrets.

March 22

The ledger. I found the ledger. It lists every member of the Order since its founding. Hundreds of names. Prominent names. Powerful names. My grandmother's name is in it.

March 25

I confronted my mother. She confirmed it. Cassandra Hart was a member of the Order. She rose to a leadership position. She was part of it for forty years.

March 28

I found something else. The rituals. The Order performs rituals. Human sacrifice. I don't have all the details yet, but I know it's real. I know it's happening. And I think it's happening soon.

March 30

Someone followed me today. I was leaving the library, and I felt eyes on me. I turned around and saw someone duck into the stacks. I couldn't see who it was. I'm scared. I've never been this scared before. But I can't stop now. I have to know the truth.

The entries ended there. The last date was March 30, four days ago. Four days since Clara had written anything in her journal. Four days since whatever had happened to her had happened. 

Evelyn closed the notebook gently, as if it were something fragile, something that might shatter at the wrong touch. Her hands were shaking, and there was a cold knot of fear in her stomach that was making it hard to breathe. 

The Order. Human sacrifice. Clara's grandmother had been a member. Clara had been following the trail, had been getting closer to the truth, and now she was gone. 

Evelyn looked around the library, suddenly aware of how exposed she was. The tall windows seemed to stare down at her, the shelves like rows of silent spectators. Anyone could be watching her. Anyone could be following her. 

She gathered the notebook and as many of Clara's papers as she could carry and hurried toward the exit. She needed to get back to her room, to lock the door, to figure out what to do next. She needed to find someone she could trust. 

But who? Clara had trusted no one—not even Evelyn—with the full scope of what she'd discovered. She'd been careful, paranoid, convinced that the Order was everywhere. And now she was gone. 

The thought made Evelyn stop in her tracks. If the Order had taken Clara, what would they do to anyone who investigated her disappearance? What would they do to Evelyn? 

She stepped out of the library into the gray morning light. The Crooked Spire rose above her, its dark silhouette stark against the low clouds. Evelyn stared up at it, thinking about everything Clara had written, about the hidden chamber beneath the tower, about the ritual that was supposed to happen in three days. 

Clara had been trying to stop it. She'd been trying to expose the truth. And now she was missing. 

The bell tower began to chime nine, the deep tones echoing across the campus. Evelyn counted the chimes absently, her mind still racing, and started walking toward her dormitory. She had to be smart about this. She had to be careful. 

But she also had to find Clara. Whatever it took. 

That afternoon, Evelyn sat in her room with the door locked and the curtains drawn. She had spread Clara's papers across her desk, creating a timeline of everything her friend had discovered. The notebook was open beside her, the entries marked with sticky notes and highlights. 

She had tried to call Clara's mother, but the number had gone straight to voicemail. She'd left a message, trying to sound calm, asking if Clara had mentioned anything about going home for the weekend. She hadn't expected a response, and she hadn't gotten one. 

The name at the top of the list of Order members was Professor Whitmore. Evelyn knew him—everyone in the history department knew him. He was a legendary figure, the kind of professor who inspired both awe and fear in his students. He had been Clara's advisor, the person who had guided her thesis, the person she trusted most. 

Evelyn pulled out her phone and searched for Whitmore's contact information. She found his office number and dialed it, her heart pounding. 

It rang three times, and then a voice answered: "Professor Whitmore's office." 

Evelyn almost hung up. She had expected voicemail, not an actual person. But she forced herself to speak. 

"Hi, this is Evelyn Carter. I'm a friend of Clara Hart's. I was wondering if Professor Whitmore had seen her recently?" 

There was a pause on the other end of the line. "I'm afraid Professor Whitmore is in a meeting at the moment. Can I take a message?" 

"I was just—Clara's been missing since last night, and I thought maybe he—" 

"I'm sorry to hear that. I'll pass along the message." 

The voice was polite, professional, utterly bland. It gave nothing away. Evelyn felt a surge of frustration. "Please, this is really important. Clara was working on something, and I think she might be in danger. I need to talk to him." 

"I understand. I'll make sure he gets the message." 

The line went dead. Evelyn stared at her phone, her knuckles white where she was gripping it. She didn't believe for a second that Whitmore would call her back. If he was part of the Order, he probably already knew she was investigating. 

She needed to find the hidden room. Clara's journal had described it in detail—the false wall in the history section, the sequence of books you had to pull to open it. If she could get inside, she might find evidence of what had happened to Clara. 

But the library was a risk. If the Order knew she was looking, the library would be the first place they'd watch. She needed to wait until dark, until the crowd of students had thinned out, until the stacks were empty. 

She looked at the clock on her desk. Six hours until sunset. Six hours until she could move. 

She spent the time going through Clara's papers more thoroughly, making notes on what she found. The Order had been operating for over a hundred years, its membership drawn from the most powerful people in the country. Senators, judges, cabinet members, university presidents. The reach of the organization was staggering. 

But Clara had found something else, too. A pattern. Every few years, someone disappeared from the university. Sometimes students, sometimes faculty, sometimes staff. The disappearances were always explained away as transfers or resignations or personal choices. But Clara had noticed that they all had something in common. 

They were all people who had been about to expose something important. 

Evelyn found a list of names—twelve of them, spanning the past thirty years. Each name was accompanied by a note: "Found discrepancies in university financial records." "Discovered unauthorized payments to a private account." "Was researching the history of the Crooked Spire." 

Clara had been the thirteenth name on the list. And Evelyn had a sinking feeling that she was next. 

By the time the sun set, Evelyn had made a decision. She wasn't going to wait for someone else to find Clara. She wasn't going to trust the authorities or the university administration or anyone else. She was going to find the truth herself. 

She put on dark clothes and slipped out of her room, moving silently down the corridor. The dormitory was quiet at this hour, most of the students in the dining hall or the library. She made it to the exit without being seen and stepped out into the cool night air. 

The campus was bathed in the glow of old-fashioned lampposts that cast pools of amber light across the cobblestones. The shadows between the lights were deep and dark, and Evelyn moved through them with care, staying out of sight as much as possible. 

The library was a hulking silhouette against the starry sky. Its windows were dark, most of the lights turned off for the night. Evelyn circled around to the side entrance, the one Clara had used to sneak into the stacks after hours. 

The door was locked, but Evelyn had prepared for that. She had a set of lock picks she'd bought online earlier that day, and she worked at the lock with shaking fingers, her breath held tight in her chest. 

The lock clicked open after what felt like an eternity. Evelyn slipped inside, closing the door silently behind her. 

The interior of the library was pitch black. Evelyn pulled out her phone and used its flashlight to navigate, the narrow beam cutting through the darkness. She made her way to the history section, her footsteps echoing in the empty space. 

The false wall was exactly where Clara had described it—between two tall shelves, indistinguishable from the actual walls that surrounded it. Evelyn found the sequence of books Clara had mentioned and pulled them in the correct order. 

Nothing happened. 

She tried again, pulling the books more firmly, but the wall remained solid. She was doing something wrong. She must have misread Clara's notes, must have gotten the order confused. 

She pulled out her phone and reviewed the journal entry. The sequence was clear: first the green book, then the red one, then the one with the gold lettering. She'd done it exactly as described. 

Unless Clara had misled her. Unless Clara had been so paranoid that she'd written false instructions in her own journal. 

Evelyn felt a surge of despair. She was so close, and yet so far. The truth was right there, hidden behind this wall, and she couldn't reach it. 

She leaned against the wall in frustration, her hand pressing against the surface. And then she felt it—a slight give, a movement that hadn't been there before. 

She pushed harder, and the wall swung open, revealing a narrow passage beyond. 

Clara hadn't misled her. She'd just omitted one crucial detail: the wall only opened if you pressed on it while pulling the books. A safety measure, designed to keep out anyone who happened to stumble across the correct sequence by accident. 

Evelyn stepped into the passage and let the wall close behind her. The darkness was absolute, so thick she could almost taste it. She used her phone's flashlight to illuminate the space, revealing a narrow tunnel that led down a flight of stairs. 

She followed the tunnel for several minutes, descending into what felt































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
(ROOKED SPIRE

H

»
AN L

m e i
i AR ,‘!' o

T Q “ P | =
W ok
) ' 2
Rl i \Q >
g 7= e

CORRADO STELLARI"





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





