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      Jason checked his watch and reached into his pocket. ‘I’m really late.’ He pulled out his wallet and fished out a twenty,
         enough to cover both their drinks. Then he looked at Aria. ‘So,’ he started.
      

      
      ‘So,’ Aria echoed. And then she leaned forward, grabbed his hand, and kissed him the way she’d wanted him to kiss her years
         ago. His lips tasted like lime juice and vodka. Jason pulled her close, kneading his hands in her hair. After a moment, they
         broke apart, grinning. Aria thought she might faint.
      

      
      ‘So I’ll see you later,’ Jason said.

      
      ‘Definitely,’ Aria breathed. Jason strode across the room, opened the door, and was gone.

      
      ‘Oh my God,’ Aria whispered, turning back to the bar. A huge part of her wanted to climb up on the bar stool and scream to
         the whole room what just happened.
      

      
      Her phone began to bleat. Aria jumped and stared at it. One new text message, the little window said. The sender was Caller Unknown.

      
      A draft wafted from the back of the room, making the candle flames bow to the right. It was as if an unseen back door had
         just opened and shut.
      

      
      One new text message. Aria ran her hands through her hair. Slowly, she pressed read.
      

      
      
         Enjoy your gimlets? Well, sorry, darling, but the fantasy’s over. Big Brother is hiding something from you. And trust me …
            you don’t want to know what it is. – A
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      To Riley

      




      
      


      
      Liars ought to have good memories.

      
      – ALGERNON SYDNEY

      




      
      
      If Memory Serves …

      
      What if, all of a sudden, you could remember every single second of your entire life? And not just the major events everyone
         remembers – little things, too. Like that you and your best friend first bonded over hating the smell of rubber cement in
         third-grade art class. Or that the very first time you saw your eighth-grade crush, he was walking through the school courtyard,
         palming a soccer ball in one hand and an iPod Touch in the other.
      

      
      But with every blessing comes a curse. With your spanking-new flawless memory, you’d also have to remember every fight with
         your BFF. You’d relive each time your soccer-loving crush sat next to someone else at lunch. With 20/20 memory, the past could
         suddenly get a whole lot uglier. Someone who seems like an ally now? Look again – could be they weren’t as nice as you thought.
         A friend you remember as always having your back? Oops! On closer inspection, not so much.
      

      
      If four pretty girls in Rosewood were suddenly given perfect memories, they might know better who to trust and who to stay
         away from. Then again, maybe their pasts would make even less sense than before.
      

      
      
      Memory’s a fickle thing. And sometimes we’re doomed to repeat the things we’ve forgotten.

      
      There it was. The big Victorian house at the corner of the cul-de-sac, the one with the rose trellises along the fence and
         the tiered teak deck in the back. Only a select few had ever been inside, but everyone knew who lived there. She was the most
         popular girl in school. A girl who set trends, inspired passionate crushes, and made or broke reputations. A girl who every
         guy wanted to date and every girl wanted to be.
      

      
      Alison DiLaurentis, of course.

      
      It was a peaceful early September Saturday morning in Rosewood, Pennsylvania, an idyllic Main Line town about twenty miles
         from Philadelphia. Mr Cavanaugh, who lived across the street from Alison’s family, strolled out to his yard to get the newspaper.
         The tawny golden retriever that belonged to the Vanderwaals a few doors down loped around the fenced-in backyard, barking
         at squirrels. Not a flower or a leaf was out of place … except for the four sixth-grade girls who all happened to be stealthily
         creeping into the DiLaurentises’ backyard at the same time.
      

      
      Emily Fields hid among the tall tomato plants, tugging nervously on the strings of her Rosewood Long Course Swimming sweatshirt.
         She’d never trespassed on anyone’s property, let alone the backyard of the prettiest, most popular girl in school. Aria Montgomery
         ducked behind an oak tree, picking at the embroidery on the tunic her dad had brought back from yet another last-minute art history conference in Germany. Hanna Marin abandoned her bike by a boulder near the family’s shed, devising
         her plan of attack. Spencer Hastings crossed from her neighboring backyard and crouched behind a carefully pruned raspberry
         bush, inhaling the berries’ slightly sweet, slightly tangy smell.
      

      
      
      Quietly, each girl stared into the DiLaurentises’ rear bay window. Shadows passed through the kitchen. There was a shout from
         the upstairs bathroom. A tree branch snapped. Someone coughed.
      

      
      The girls realized they weren’t alone at exactly the same moment. Spencer noticed Emily fumbling by the woods. Emily spied
         Hanna squatting by the rock. Hanna glimpsed Aria behind the tree. Everyone marched to the center of Ali’s backyard and gathered
         in a tight circle.
      

      
      ‘What are you guys doing here?’ Spencer demanded. She’d known Emily, Hanna, and Aria since the Rosewood Public Library first-grade
         reading contest – Spencer had won, but all of them had participated. They weren’t friends. Emily was the type of girl who
         blushed when a teacher called on her in class. Hanna, who was now tugging at the waistband of her slightly too-small black
         Paper Denim jeans, never seemed comfortable with herself. And Aria – well, it looked like Aria was wearing lederhosen today.
         Spencer was pretty sure Aria’s only friends were imaginary.
      

      
      ‘Uh, nothing,’ Hanna shot back.

      
      ‘Yeah, nothing,’ Aria said, looking suspiciously at all of them. Emily shrugged.

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ Hanna asked Spencer.
      

      
      Spencer sighed. It was obvious they were here for the same reason. Two afternoons ago, Rosewood Day, the elite prep school
         they attended, had announced the kickoff of its much-anticipated Time Capsule game. Each year, Principal Appleton cut a bright
         blue Rosewood Day flag into many pieces, upperclassmen hid them around town, and the teachers posted scavenger hunt-style
         clues to the whereabouts of each piece in the upper- and lower-school lobbies. Whoever found a piece got to decorate it however
         he or she wanted, and once every piece was found, the staff sewed the flag together again, held a big assembly honoring the winners, and buried it in a Time Capsule behind the soccer fields. Students
         who found Time Capsule pieces were legends – their legacies lived on forever.

      
      It was hard to stand out at a school like Rosewood Day, and it was even harder to snag a piece of the Time Capsule flag. Only
         one loophole gave everyone a glimmer of hope: the stealing clause, which stated that it was legal to steal a piece from someone,
         right up until the piece’s time of burial. Two days ago, a certain beautiful somebody had bragged that one of the pieces was
         as good as hers. Now, four nobodies were hoping to take advantage of the stealing clause when she least expected it.
      

      
      The thought of stealing Alison’s piece was intoxicating. On one hand, it was a chance to get close to her. On the other, it
         was an opportunity to show the prettiest girl at Rosewood Day that she might not always get everything she wanted. Alison
         DiLaurentis definitely deserved a reality check.
      

      
      Spencer glared at the three other girls. ‘I was here first. That flag’s mine.’

      
      ‘I was here before you,’ Hanna whispered. ‘I saw you come out of your house only a few minutes ago.’
      

      
      Aria stomped her purple suede boot, gawking at Hanna. ‘You just got here too. I was here before both of you.’
      

      
      Hanna squared her shoulders and looked at Aria’s messy braids and chunky layered necklaces. ‘And who’s going to believe you?’

      
      ‘Guys.’ Emily jutted her pointy chin toward the DiLaurentis house and held a finger to her lips. There were voices coming
         from the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘Don’t.’ It sounded like Ali. The girls tensed.

      
      ‘Don’t,’ imitated a second high-pitched voice.
      

      
      
      ‘Stop it!’ Ali screeched.

      
      ‘Stop it!’ the second voice echoed.
      

      
      Emily winced. Her older sister, Carolyn, used to squeakily imitate Emily’s voice the same exact way, and Emily hated it. She wondered if the second voice belonged to Ali’s older brother, Jason, a junior at Rosewood Day.
      

      
      ‘Enough!’ called a deeper voice. There was a wall-shaking thud and shattering glass. Seconds later, the patio door opened, and Jason stormed out, his sweatshirt flapping open, his shoes
         untied, and his cheeks flushed.
      

      
      ‘Shit,’ Spencer whispered. The girls scurried behind the bushes. Jason walked diagonally across the yard toward the woods,
         then stopped, noticing something to his left. An enraged expression slowly slithered across his face.
      

      
      The girls followed his gaze. Jason was looking into Spencer’s backyard. Spencer’s sister, Melissa, and her new boyfriend,
         Ian Thomas, were sitting on the edge of the family’s hot tub. When they saw Jason staring, Ian and Melissa dropped hands.
         A few pregnant seconds crept by. Two days before, right after Ali bragged about the flag she was about to find, Ian and Jason
         had gotten in a fight over Ali in front of the entire sixth-grade class. Maybe the fight hadn’t ended.
      

      
      Jason pivoted stiffly and marched into the woods. The patio door slammed again, and the girls ducked. Ali stood on the deck,
         looking around. Her long blond hair rippled down her shoulders, and her deep pink T-shirt made her skin look extra glowing
         and fresh.
      

      
      ‘You can come out,’ Ali yelled.

      
      Emily widened her brown eyes. Aria ducked down further. Spencer and Hanna clamped their mouths shut.

      
      ‘Seriously.’ Ali walked down the deck steps, balancing perfectly on her wedge heels. She was the only sixth grader ballsy enough to wear high heels to class – Rosewood Day didn’t technically allow them until high school. ‘I know someone’s there. But if you’ve come for my flag, it’s gone. Someone already stole it.’
      

      
      Spencer pushed through the bushes, unable to contain her curiosity. ‘What? Who?’

      
      Aria emerged next. Emily and Hanna followed. Someone else had gotten to Ali before they did?
      

      
      Ali sighed, plopping down on the stone bench next to the family’s small koi pond. The girls hesitated, but Ali gestured them
         over. Up close, she smelled like vanilla hand soap and had the longest eyelashes any of them had ever seen. Ali slid off her
         wedges and sank her petite feet into the soft green grass. Her toenails were painted bright red.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know who,’ Ali answered. ‘One minute, the piece was in my bag. The next minute, it was gone. I’d decorated it already
         and everything. I drew this really cool manga frog, the Chanel logo, and a girl playing field hockey. And I worked forever on the Louis Vuitton initials and pattern, copying the design straight from my mom’s handbag. I got it perfect.’ She pouted at them, her sapphire blue eyes round. ‘The loser who took it is going to ruin it, I just know it.’
      

      
      The girls murmured their condolences, each suddenly grateful that she hadn’t been the one to steal Ali’s flag – then she would be the loser she was complaining about.
      

      
      ‘Ali?’

      
      Everyone whipped around. Mrs DiLaurentis stepped onto the deck. She looked as if she was on her way to a fancy brunch, dressed
         in a gray Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress and heels. Her gaze lingered on the girls for a moment, confused. It wasn’t as
         if they’d ever been in Ali’s backyard before. ‘We’re going now, okay?’
      

      
      
      ‘Okay,’ Ali said, smiling sweetly and waving. ‘Bye!’

      
      Mrs DiLaurentis paused, as if she wanted to say something else. Ali turned around, ignoring her. She pointed to Spencer. ‘You’re
         Spencer, right?’
      

      
      Spencer nodded sheepishly. Ali looked searchingly at the others. ‘Aria,’ Aria reminded Ali. Hanna and Emily introduced themselves
         too, and Ali nodded perfunctorily. It was a total Ali move – she obviously knew their names, but she was subtly saying that
         in the grand hierarchy of the Rosewood Day sixth-grade class, their names didn’t matter. They didn’t know whether to be humiliated
         or flattered – after all, Ali was asking their names now.

      
      ‘So where were you when your flag was stolen?’ Spencer asked, grappling for a question to keep Ali’s attention.

      
      Ali blinked dazedly. ‘Uh, the mall.’ She brought her pinkie finger to her mouth and started to chew.

      
      ‘What store?’ Hanna pressed. ‘Tiffany? Sephora?’ Maybe Ali would be impressed that Hanna knew the names of the mall’s upscale
         shops.
      

      
      ‘Maybe,’ Ali murmured. Her gaze shifted to the woods. It seemed like she was looking for something – or someone. Behind them, the patio door slammed. Mrs DiLaurentis had gone back inside the house.
      

      
      ‘You know, the stealing clause shouldn’t even be permitted,’ Aria said, rolling her eyes. ‘It’s just … mean.‘
      

      
      Ali pushed her hair behind her ears, shrugging. An upstairs light in the DiLaurentis house snapped off.

      
      ‘So where had Jason hidden the piece, anyway?’ Emily tried.

      
      Ali snapped out of her funk and stiffened. ‘Huh?’

      
      Emily flinched, worried she’d accidentally said something upsetting. ‘You said a few days ago that Jason had told you where
         he’d hidden his piece. That’s the one you found, right?’ Really, Emily was more interested in the thud she’d heard inside the house minutes ago. Had Ali and Jason been fighting? Did Jason imitate Ali’s voice a lot? But she didn’t
         dare ask.
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Ali spun the silver ring she always wore on her right pointer finger faster and faster. ‘Right. Yeah. That’s the piece
         I found.’ She swiveled to face the street. The champagne-colored Mercedes the girls often saw picking Ali up after school
         slowly emerged down the driveway and rolled to the corner. It paused at the stop sign, put on its blinker, and turned right.
      

      
      Then Ali let out a breath and regarded the girls almost unfamiliarly, as if she was surprised they were there. ‘So … bye,’
         she said. She turned and marched back into the house. Moments later, the same upstairs light that had just gone dark snapped
         on again.
      

      
      The wind chimes on the DiLaurentises’ back porch clanged together. A chipmunk skittered across the lawn. At first, the girls
         were too baffled to move. When it was clear Ali wasn’t coming back, everyone said awkward good-byes and went their separate
         ways. Emily cut through Spencer’s yard and followed the trail to the road, trying to see the bright side – she was thankful
         Ali had even spoken to them at all. Aria started for the woods, annoyed she’d come. Spencer trudged back to her house, embarrassed
         that Ali had snubbed her as much as the others. Ian and Melissa had gone inside, probably to make out on her family’s living
         room couch – eww. And Hanna retrieved her bike from behind the rock in Ali’s front yard, noticing a sputtering black car sitting at the curb
         right in front of Ali’s house. She squinted, perplexed. Had she seen it before? Shrugging, she turned away, biking around
         the cul-de-sac and down the road.
      

      
      
      Each girl felt the same heavy, hopeless sense of humiliation. Who did they think they were, trying to steal a Time Capsule
         piece from the most popular girl at Rosewood Day? Why had they even dared to believe they could do it? Ali had probably gone inside, called her BFFs Naomi Zeigler and Riley Wolfe, and laughed about
         the losers who’d just shown up in her backyard. For a fleeting moment, it had seemed like Ali was going to give Hanna, Aria,
         Emily, and Spencer a chance at friendship, but now, that chance was most definitely gone.
      

      
      Or … was it?

      
      The following Monday, a rumor swirled that Ali’s piece of the flag had been stolen. There was a second rumor, too: Ali had
         gotten into a vicious fight with Naomi and Riley. No one knew what the argument was about. No one knew how it had started.
         All anyone knew was that the most coveted clique in sixth grade was now missing a few members.
      

      
      When Ali made conversation with Spencer, Hanna, Emily, and Aria at the Rosewood Day Charity Drive the following Saturday,
         the four girls thought it was just a nasty prank. But Ali remembered their names. She complimented the way Spencer had flawlessly
         spelled knickknacks and chandeliers. She ogled Hanna’s brand-new boots from Anthropologie and the peacock-feather earrings Aria’s dad had brought her from Morocco.
         She marveled at how Emily could easily lift a whole box of last season’s winter coats. Before the girls knew it, Ali had invited
         them to her house for a sleepover. Which led to another sleepover, and then another. By the end of September, when the Time
         Capsule game ended and everyone turned in their decorated pieces of the flag, a new rumor was swirling around school: Ali
         had four new best friends.
      

      
      They sat together at the Time Capsule burial ceremony in the Rosewood Day auditorium, watching as Principal Appleton called each person who’d found a piece of the flag to the stage.
         When Appleton announced that one of the pieces previously found by Alison DiLaurentis had never been turned in and would now
         be considered invalid, the girls squeezed Ali’s hands hard. It isn’t fair, they whispered. That piece was yours. You worked so hard on it.
      

      
      But the girl at the end of the row, one of Ali’s brand-new best friends, was shaking so badly she had to hold her knees steady
         with the heels of her palms. Aria knew where Ali’s piece of the flag was. Sometimes, after the five-way pre-bedtime phone
         call with her new best friends ended, Aria’s gaze would lock on the shoe box on the very top shelf of her closet, a hollow,
         sour pain quickly forming in the pit of her stomach. It was better that she hadn’t told anyone that she had Ali’s flag piece,
         though. And it was better that she hadn’t turned it in. For once, her life was going great. She had friends. She had people
         to sit next to at lunch, people to hang out with on the weekends. The best thing to do was forget about what had happened
         that day … forever.
      

      
      But maybe Aria shouldn’t have forgotten so quickly. Maybe she should’ve pulled the box down, taken the lid off, and given
         Ali’s long-lost piece a thorough look. This was Rosewood, and everything meant something. What Aria might have found on that flag might have given her a clue about something that was coming in Ali’s not-so-distant
         future.
      

      
      Her murder.

   



      
      
      1
The Girl Who Cried ‘Dead Body’

      
      Spencer Hastings shivered in the frigid, late-evening air, ducking to avoid a thorny briar branch. ‘This way,’ she called
         over her shoulder, pushing into the woods behind her family’s large, converted farmhouse. ‘This was where we saw him.’
      

      
      Her old best friends Aria Montgomery, Emily Fields, and Hanna Marin followed quickly behind. All of the girls teetered haphazardly
         in their high heels, holding the hems of their party dresses – it was Saturday night, and before this, they’d been at a Rosewood
         Day benefit at Spencer’s house. Emily was whimpering, her face streaked with tears. Aria’s teeth were chattering, the way
         they always did when she was afraid. Hanna wasn’t making any sounds, but her eyes were huge and she was brandishing a large
         silver candlestick she’d grabbed from the Hastingses’ dining room. Officer Darren Wilden, the town’s youngest cop, trailed
         after them, beaming a flashlight at the wrought-iron fence that separated Spencer’s yard from the one that had once belonged
         to Alison DiLaurentis.
      

      
      ‘He’s in this clearing, right down this trail,’ Spencer called. It had started to snow, first wispy flurries, but harder now – fat, wet flakes. To Spencer’s left was her family’s barn, the
         very last place Spencer and her friends had seen Ali alive three and a half years ago. To her right was the half-dug hole
         where Ali’s body had been found in September. Straight ahead was the clearing where she’d just discovered the dead body of
         Ian Thomas, her sister’s old boyfriend, Ali’s secret love, and Ali’s killer.
      

      
      Well, maybe Ali’s killer.
      

      
      Spencer had been so relieved when the cops arrested Ian for Ali’s murder. It all made sense: the last day of seventh grade,
         Ali had given him an ultimatum that either he break up with Melissa, Spencer’s sister, or Ali was going to tell the world
         they were together. Fed up with her games, Ian had met up with Ali that night. His fury and frustration had gotten the best
         of him … and he’d killed her. Spencer had even seen Ali and Ian in the woods the night she died, a traumatic memory she had
         suppressed for three and a half long years.
      

      
      But the day before Ian’s trial was set to start, Ian had broken his house arrest and sneaked onto Spencer’s patio, begging
         her not to testify against him. Someone else had killed Ali, he insisted, and he was on the verge of uncovering a disturbing, mind-blowing secret that would prove his
         innocence.
      

      
      The problem was, Ian never got to tell Spencer what the big secret was – he vanished before the opening statements of his
         trial last Friday. As the entire Rosewood Police Department sprang into action, combing the county to find out where he
         might have gone, everything Spencer thought was true was thrown into question. Had Ian done it … or hadn’t he? Had Spencer seen him out there with Ali … or had she seen someone else? Then, just minutes ago at the party, someone by the name
         of Ian_T had sent Spencer a text. Meet me in the woods where she died, it said. I have something to show you.

      
      Spencer had run through the woods, anxious to figure it all out. When she came to a clearing, she looked down and screamed.
         Ian was lying there, bloated and blue, his eyes glassy and lifeless. Aria, Hanna, and Emily had shown up just then, and moments
         later they’d all received the same exact text message from the new A. He had to go.

      
      They’d run back into Spencer’s to find Wilden, but he hadn’t been anywhere in the house. When Spencer went out to the circular
         driveway to check one more time, Wilden was suddenly there, standing near the valet-parked cars. When he saw her, he gave her a startled look, as if she’d caught him doing something
         illicit. Before Spencer could demand where Wilden had been, the others ran up in hysterics, breathlessly urging him to follow
         them into the woods. And now, here they were.
      

      
      Spencer stopped, recognizing a familiar gnarled tree. There was the old stump. There was the tamped-down grass. The air had
         an eerie static, oxygenless quality. ‘This is it,’ she called over her shoulder. She looked down at the ground, bracing herself
         for what she was about to see.
      

      
      ‘Oh my God,’ Spencer whispered.

      
      Ian’s body was … gone.

      
      She took a dizzy step back, clutching her hand to her head. She blinked hard and looked again. Ian’s body had been here a
         half hour ago, but now the spot was bare except for a fine layer of snow. But … how was that possible?
      

      
      Emily clapped her hands over her mouth and made a gurgling sound. ‘Spencer,’ she whispered urgently.

      
      Aria let out a cross between a moan and a shriek. ‘Where is he?’ she cried, looking around the woods frantically. ‘He was
         just here.’
      

      
      
      Hanna’s face was pale. She didn’t say a word.

      
      Behind them was an eerie, high-pitched squawking sound. Everyone jumped, and Hanna gripped the candlestick tightly. It was
         only Wilden’s walkie-talkie, which was attached to his belt. He gazed at the girls’ expressions, and then at the empty spot
         on the ground.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you have the wrong place,’ Wilden said.

      
      Spencer shook her head, feeling pressure rising up into her chest. ‘No. He was here.’ She staggered crookedly down the shallow slope and knelt on the half-thawed grass. Some of it seemed flattened, as if something
         weighty had recently been lying there. She reached out her fingers to touch the ground, but then pulled back, afraid. She
         couldn’t bring herself to touch a place where a dead body had just been.
      

      
      ‘Maybe Ian was hurt, not dead.’ Wilden fidgeted with one of the metal snaps on his jacket. ‘Maybe he ran away after you left.’

      
      Spencer widened her eyes, daring to consider the possibility.

      
      Emily shook her head fast. ‘There was no way he was just hurt.’
      

      
      ‘He was definitely dead,’ Hanna agreed shakily. ‘He was … blue.’

      
      ‘Maybe someone moved the body,’ Aria piped up. ‘We’ve been gone from the woods for over a half hour. That would’ve given someone
         time.’
      

      
      ‘There was someone else out here,’ Hanna whispered. ‘They stood over me when I fell.’
      

      
      Spencer whirled around and stared at her. ‘What?’ Sure, the last half hour had been crazed, but Hanna should have said something.

      
      Emily gaped at Hanna too. ‘Did you see who it was?’

      
      Hanna gulped loudly. ‘Whoever it was had a hood on. I think it was a guy, but I guess I don’t know. Maybe he dragged Ian’s body somewhere else.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe it was A,’ Spencer said, her heart thudding in her chest. She reached into her jacket pocket, pulled out her Sidekick,
         and showed A’s menacing text to Wilden. He had to go.

      
      Wilden glanced at Spencer’s phone, then handed it back to her. His mouth was taut. ‘I don’t know how many ways I have to say
         this. Mona is dead. This A is a copycat. Ian escaping is hardly a secret – the whole country knows about it.’
      

      
      Spencer exchanged an uneasy glance with the others. This past fall, Mona Vanderwaal, a classmate and Hanna’s best friend,
         had sent the girls twisted, torturous messages signed A. Mona had ruined their lives in countless ways, and she’d even plotted to kill them, hitting Hanna with her SUV and almost
         pushing Spencer off the cliff at Floating Man Quarry. After Mona slipped off the cliff herself, they thought they were safe
         … but last week they began receiving sinister messages from a new A. Originally, they thought the A notes were from Ian, as they’d started getting them only after he’d been released from
         prison on temporary bail. But Wilden was skeptical. He kept telling them that was impossible – Ian didn’t have access to a
         cell phone, nor could he have freely skulked around while under house arrest, watching the girls’ every move.
      

      
      ‘A is real,’ Emily protested, shaking her head desperately. ‘What if A is Ian’s killer? And what if A dragged Ian away?’

      
      ‘Maybe A is Ali’s killer too,’ Hanna added, still holding the candlestick tightly.

      
      Wilden licked his lips, looking unsettled. Big flakes of snow were landing on the top of his head, but he didn’t wipe them
         away. ‘Girls, you’re getting hysterical. Ian is Ali’s killer. You of all people should know that. We arrested him on the evidence you gave us.’
      

      
      ‘What if Ian was framed?’ Spencer pressed. ‘What if A killed Ali and Ian found out?’ And what if that’s something the cops are covering up? she almost added. It was a theory Ian had suggested.
      

      
      Wilden traced his fingers around the Rosewood PD badge embroidered on his coat. ‘Did Ian feed you that load of crap during
         his visit to your porch on Thursday, Spencer?’
      

      
      Spencer’s stomach dropped. ‘How did you know?’

      
      Wilden glared at her. ‘I just got a phone call from the station. We got a tip. Someone saw you two talking.’

      
      ‘Who?’
      

      
      ‘It was anonymous.’

      
      Spencer felt dizzy. She looked at her friends – she’d told them and only them that she and Ian had secretly met – but they
         looked clueless and shocked. There was only one other person who knew she and Ian had met. A.

      
      ‘Why didn’t you come to us as soon as it happened?’ Wilden leaned closer to Spencer. His breath smelled like coffee. ‘We would’ve
         dragged Ian back to jail. He never would’ve escaped.’
      

      
      ‘A threatened me,’ Spencer protested. She searched through her phone’s inbox and showed Wilden that note from A, too. If poor little Miss Not-So-Perfect suddenly vanished, would anyone even care?

      
      Wilden rocked back and forth on his heels. He stared hard at the ground where Ian had been not an hour ago and sighed. ‘Look,
         I’ll go back to the house and get a team together. But you can’t blame everything on A.’
      

      
      Spencer glanced at the walkie on his hip. ‘Why don’t you radio them from here?’ she pressured. ‘You can have them meet you
         in the woods and start looking right now.’
      

      
      
      An uncomfortable look came over Wilden’s face, as if he hadn’t anticipated this question. ‘Just let me do my job, girls. We
         have to follow … procedure.’
      

      
      ‘Procedure?’ Emily echoed.

      
      ‘Oh my God,’ Aria breathed. ‘He doesn’t believe us.’

      
      ‘I believe you, I believe you.’ Wilden ducked around a few low-hanging branches. ‘But the best thing you girls can do is go
         home and get some rest. I’ll handle this from here.’
      

      
      The wind gusted, fluttering the ends of the gray wool scarf Spencer had looped around her neck before running out here. A
         sliver of moon peeked out from the fog. In seconds, none of them could see Wilden’s flashlight anymore. Was it just Spencer’s
         imagination, or had he seemed eager to get away from them? Was he just worried about Ian’s body being somewhere in the woods
         … or was it because of something else?
      

      
      She turned and stared hard at the empty ravine, willing Ian’s body to return from wherever it had gone. She’d never forget
         how one eye bugged open, and the other seemed glued shut. His neck was twisted at an unnatural angle. And he’d still been
         wearing his platinum Rosewood Day class ring on his right hand, its blue stone glinting in the moonlight.
      

      
      The other girls were looking at the empty space too. Then, there was a crack, far off in the woods. Hanna grabbed Spencer’s arm. Emily let out an eep. They all froze, waiting. Spencer could hear her heart thudding in her ears.
      

      
      ‘I want to go home,’ Emily cried.

      
      Everyone immediately nodded – they’d all been thinking the same thing. Until the Rosewood police started searching, they weren’t
         safe out here alone.
      

      
      They followed their footsteps back to Spencer’s house. Once they were out of the ravine, Spencer spotted the thin golden beam
         of Wilden’s flashlight far ahead, bouncing off the tree trunks. She stopped, her heart jumping to her throat all over again. ‘Guys,’ she whispered, pointing.
      

      
      Wilden’s flashlight snapped off fast, as if he sensed they had seen him. His footsteps grew more and more muffled and distant,
         until the sound vanished altogether. He wasn’t heading back toward Spencer’s house to get a search team, like he’d said he
         was going to do. No, he was quickly creeping deeper into the woods … in exactly the opposite direction.
      

   



      
      
      2
What Goes Around Comes Around

      
      The following morning, Aria sat at the yellow Formica table in her father’s tiny kitchen in Old Hollis, the college town next
         to Rosewood, eating a bowl of Kashi GoLean doused in soy milk and attempting to read the Philadelphia Sentinel. Her father, Byron, had already completed the crossword puzzle, and there were inky smudges on the pages.
      

      
      Meredith, Byron’s ex-student and current fiancée, was in the living room, which was right next to the kitchen. She’d lit a
         few sticks of patchouli incense, making the whole apartment smell like a head shop. The soothing strains of crashing waves
         and cawing seagulls tinkled from the living room TV. ‘Take a cleansing breath through your nose at the start of each contraction,’ a woman’s voice instructed. ‘When you breathe out, chant the sounds hee, hee, hee. Let’s try it together.’
      

      
      ‘Hee, hee, hee,’ Meredith chanted.

      
      Aria stifled a groan. Meredith was five months pregnant, and she’d been watching Lamaze videos for the last hour, which meant
         Aria had learned about breathing techniques, birthing balls, and the evils of epidurals by osmosis.
      

      
      
      After a mostly sleepless night, Aria had called her father early that morning and asked if she could stay with them for a
         while. Then, before her mother, Ella, woke up, Aria packed some things in her floral-upholstered duffel from Norway and left.
         Aria wanted to avoid a confrontation. She knew her mother would be puzzled that Aria was choosing to live with her dad and
         his marriage-wrecking girlfriend, especially since Ella and Aria had finally repaired their relationship after Mona Vanderwaal
         (as A) had nearly destroyed it forever. Plus, Aria hated to lie, and it wasn’t like she could tell Ella the truth about why
         she was here. Your new boyfriend is kind of into me, and he’s convinced I want him, too, she imagined saying. Ella would probably never speak to her again.
      

      
      Meredith turned up the TV volume – apparently she couldn’t hear over her own hee breathing. More waves crashed. A gong sounded. ‘You and your partner will learn ways to lessen the pain of natural childbirth and hasten the labor process,’ the woman instructor said. ‘Some techniques include water immersion, visualization exercises, and letting your partner bring you to orgasm.’
      

      
      ‘Oh my God.’ Aria clapped her hands over her ears. It was a wonder she hadn’t spontaneously gone deaf.

      
      She looked down at the paper again. A headline was splashed across the front page. Where Is Ian Thomas? it asked.
      

      
      Good question, Aria thought.
      

      
      The events of last night throbbed in her mind. How could Ian’s dead body be in the woods one minute and gone the next? Had
         someone killed him and dragged his body away when they’d gone inside to find Wilden? Had Ian’s killer silenced him because
         he’d uncovered the huge secret he’d told Spencer about?
      

      
      
      Or maybe Wilden was right – Ian was injured, not dead, and had crawled away when they ran back to the house. But if that was
         what happened, then Ian was still … out there. She shivered. Ian despised Aria and her friends for getting him arrested. He might want revenge.
      

      
      Aria snapped on the little TV on the kitchen counter, eager for a distraction. Channel 6 was showing the cobbled-together
         reenactment of Ali’s murder – Aria had already seen it twice. She pressed the remote. On the next channel, the Rosewood chief
         of police was talking to some reporters. He wore a heavy, fur-lined navy blue jacket, and there were pine trees behind him.
         It looked as if he was giving an interview from the edge of Spencer’s woods. There was a big caption at the bottom of the
         screen that said, Ian Thomas Dead? Aria leaned forward, her heart speeding up.
      

      
      ‘There are unsubstantiated reports that Mr Thomas’s dead body was seen in these woods last night,’ the chief was saying. ‘We
         have a great team assembled, and we began searching the woods at ten A.M. this morning. However, with all this snow …’
      

      
      Kashi burbled in Aria’s stomach. She grabbed her cell phone off the little kitchen table and dialed Emily’s number. She answered
         immediately. ‘Are you watching the news?’ Aria barked, in lieu of a hello.
      

      
      ‘I just turned it on,’ Emily answered, her voice worried.

      
      ‘Why do you think they waited until this morning to start searching? Wilden said he was going to get a squad together last
         night.’
      

      
      ‘Wilden also said something about procedure,’ Emily suggested in a small voice. ‘Maybe it has something to do with that.’

      
      Aria snorted. ‘Wilden never seemed to care about procedure before.’

      
      
      ‘Wait, what are you saying?’ Emily sounded incredulous.

      
      Aria picked at a place mat one of Meredith’s friends had woven out of hemp. Almost twelve hours had passed since they’d seen
         Ian’s body, and a lot could happen in those woods between then and now. Someone could have cleared away evidence … or planted
         false leads. But the police – Wilden – had been careless with this entire case. Wilden hadn’t even had a suspect for Ali’s
         murder until Aria, Spencer, and the others handed them Ian’s head on a platter. He’d also somehow missed both when Ian broke
         out to visit Spencer and when he escaped on the day of his trial. According to Hanna, Wilden wanted Ian to fry as much as
         they did, but he hadn’t done a very good job of keeping him under lock and key.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ Aria finally answered. ‘But it is weird they’re just getting around to it now.’
      

      
      ‘Have you gotten any more A notes?’ Emily asked.

      
      Aria stiffened. ‘No. You?’

      
      ‘No, but I keep thinking I’m going to get one at any minute.’

      
      ‘Who do you think the new A is?’ Aria asked. She had no theories whatsoever. Was it someone who wanted Ian dead, Ian himself,
         or someone else entirely? Wilden believed the texts were pranks from some random person in a whole other state. But A had
         taken incriminating photos of Aria and Xavier together last week, meaning A was here in Rosewood. A also knew about Ian’s
         body in the woods – all of them had gotten a note urging them to go find him. Why was A so desperate to show them Ian’s body
         – to scare them? To warn them? And when Hanna fell, she’d seen someone looming over her. What was the likelihood that someone
         else happened to be in those woods the exact same time as Ian’s body? There had to be a connection.
      

      
      
      ‘I don’t know,’ Emily concluded. ‘But I don’t want to find out.’

      
      ‘Maybe A is gone,’ Aria said, in the most hopeful voice she could manage.

      
      Emily sighed and said she had to go. Aria got up, poured a glass of acai berry juice Meredith had bought at the health food
         store, and rubbed her temples. Could Wilden have delayed the search on purpose? If so, why? He’d seemed so fidgety and uncomfortable last night, and then he’d walked off in the opposite direction of Spencer’s house.
         Maybe he was hiding something. Or maybe Emily was right – the delay was due to procedure. He was just a cop dutifully playing by the
         rules.
      

      
      It still baffled Aria that Wilden had become a cop, let alone a dutiful one. Wilden had been in Jason DiLaurentis and Ian’s
         year at Rosewood Day, and back then he’d been a troublemaker. The year Aria was in sixth and they were in eleventh, she often
         sneaked into the Upper School during her free periods to spy on Jason – she’d had such a painful crush on him, and sought
         him out every chance she got. For just a moment, she would gaze through the window of the wood-shop cottage as he sanded his
         homemade bookends, or swoon at his muscular legs as he ran up and down the soccer practice fields. Aria was always careful
         never to let anyone see her.
      

      
      But once, someone did.

      
      It was about a week into the school year. Aria had been watching Jason checking out books at the library from the hallway
         when she heard a click behind her. There was Darren Wilden, his ear pressed to the door of one of the lockers, slowly turning the dial. The locker
         opened, and Aria saw a heart-shaped mirror on the inside of the door and a box of Always maxi pads on the upper shelf. Wilden’s
         hand closed around a twenty-dollar bill wedged between two textbooks. Aria frowned, slowly processing what Wilden was doing.
      

      
      Wilden stood up and noticed her. He stared back, unapologetic. ‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ he sneered. ‘But I won’t
         tell … this time.’
      

      
      When Aria looked at the TV again, there was a commercial on for a local furniture outlet store called The Dump. She stared
         at her phone on the table, realizing there was another phone call she had to make. It was almost eleven – Ella would certainly
         be awake.
      

      
      She dialed the number to her house. The phone rang once, then twice. There was a click, and someone said, ‘Hello?’
      

      
      Aria’s words got stuck in her throat. It was Xavier, her mother’s new boyfriend. Xavier sounded chipper and comfortable, completely
         at ease with answering the Montgomerys’ phone. Had he stayed overnight last night after the benefit? Ew.

      
      ‘Hello?’ Xavier said again.

      
      Aria felt tongue-tied and skeeved out. When Xavier had approached Aria at the Rosewood Day benefit last night and asked if
         they could talk, Aria had assumed that he was going to apologize for kissing her a few days before. Only, apparently, in Xavier-speak,
         ‘talk’ meant ‘grope’.
      

      
      After a few seconds of silence, Xavier breathed out. ‘Is this Aria?’ he said, his voice slimy. Aria made a small squeak. ‘There’s
         no need to hide,’ he teased. ‘I thought we had an understanding.’
      

      
      Aria hung up fast. The only understanding she and Xavier had was that if she warned Ella what kind of person Xavier was, Xavier
         would tell Ella that Aria had liked Xavier for a nanosecond. And that would ruin Aria and Ella’s relationship for good.
      

      
      ‘Aria?’

      
      
      Aria jumped and looked up. Her father, Byron, was standing above her, wearing a ratty Hollis T-shirt and sporting his typical
         just-rolled-out-of-bed hairstyle.
      

      
      He sat down at the table next to her. Meredith, wearing a sari-style maternity dress and Birkenstocks, waddled in and leaned
         against the counter. ‘We wanted to talk to you,’ Byron said.
      

      
      Aria folded her hands in her lap. They both looked so serious.

      
      ‘First off, we’re going to have a baby shower for Meredith Wednesday night,’ Byron said. ‘It’s going to be a little thing
         with some of our friends.’
      

      
      Aria blinked. They had joint friends? That seemed impossible. Meredith was in her twenties, barely out of college. And Byron was … old.
      

      
      ‘You can bring a friend if you want,’ Meredith added. ‘And don’t worry about getting me a gift. I totally don’t expect it.’

      
      Aria wondered if Meredith was registered at Sunshine, the eco baby store in Rosewood that sold organic baby booties made out
         of recycled soda bottles for a hundred dollars.
      

      
      ‘And as for where this shower is going to be …’ Byron tugged at the cuffs of his white cable-knit sweater. ‘We’re going to
         have it at our new house.’
      

      
      The words took a moment to sink in. Aria opened her mouth, then shut it fast.

      
      ‘We didn’t want to tell you until we were sure,’ Byron rushed on. ‘But our loan went through today, and we’re closing on it
         tomorrow. We want to move right away, and we’d love it if you’d join us there.’
      

      
      ‘A … house,’ Aria repeated. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. Here in this student-friendly, shabby-chic, drippy little
         650-square-foot apartment in Old Hollis, Byron and Meredith’s relationship seemed sort of … pretend. A house, on the other hand, was grown-up. Real.
      

      
      ‘Where is it?’ Aria finally asked.

      
      Meredith ran her fingers along the pink spiderweb tattoo on the inside of her wrist. ‘On Coventry Lane. It’s really beautiful,
         Aria – I think you’ll love it. There’s a spiral staircase leading to a big loft bedroom in the attic. That can be yours, if
         you want. The light up there is great for painting.’
      

      
      Aria stared at a small stain on Byron’s sweater. Coventry Lane had a familiar ring to it, but she wasn’t sure why.

      
      ‘You can start moving your stuff over anytime after tomorrow,’ Byron said, eyeing Aria warily, as if he wasn’t sure how she
         was going to react.
      

      
      She turned absently to the TV. The news was showing Ian’s mug shot. Then, Ian’s mother came on the screen, looking pale and
         sleepless. ‘We haven’t heard from Ian since Thursday night,’ Mrs Thomas cried. ‘If anyone knows what has happened to him,
         please come forward.’
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ Aria said slowly, a thought congealing in her mind. ‘Isn’t Coventry Lane in the neighborhood right behind Spencer’s
         house?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right!’ Byron brightened. ‘You’ll be closer to her.’

      
      Aria shook her head. Her dad didn’t get it. ‘That’s Ian Thomas’s old street.’
      

      
      Byron and Meredith glanced at each other, their faces paling. ‘It … is?’ Byron asked.
      

      
      Aria’s heart thumped. This was one of the reasons she loved her dad – he was so hopelessly oblivious to gossip. At the same
         time, how on earth could he not know this?
      

      
      Great. Not only would she be right next to the woods where they’d found Ian’s body, but where Ali had died, too. And what
         if Ian was still alive, stalking those very woods?
      

      
      
      She faced her father. ‘Don’t you think that street’s going to have some seriously bad karma?’

      
      Byron crossed his arms over his chest. ‘I’m sorry, Aria. But we got an amazing deal on a house, one we couldn’t pass up. It
         has tons of space, and I’m sure you’ll find it more comfortable than living in … this.’ He waved his arms around, pointing
         specifically to the apartment’s one tiny bathroom, which they had to share.
      

      
      Aria glared at the bird-faced totem pole in the corner of the kitchen that Meredith had dragged home from a flea market about
         a month ago. It wasn’t like she could go back to her mom’s. Xavier’s teasing voice rattled through her head. There’s no need to hide. I thought we had an understanding.
      

      
      ‘Okay. I’ll move on Tuesday,’ Aria mumbled. She gathered her books and cell phone and retreated to her tiny bedroom at the
         back of Meredith’s studio, feeling exhausted and defeated.
      

      
      As she dropped her stuff on her bed, something outside the window caught her eye. The studio was at the back of the apartment,
         facing an alleyway and a dilapidated wooden garage. A filmy shadow moved behind the garage’s murky windows. Then a pair of
         unblinking eyes peered through the glass, straight at Aria.
      

      
      Aria shrieked and pressed herself against the back wall, her heart rocketing. But in a flash, the eyes vanished, as if they’d
         never been there at all.
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