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      Pretty Little Liars

      
      HEARTLESS

      
      Why was this happening? Why did no one believe her? When she’d seen Ali in the woods on Saturday night, her heart had filled
         with joy. Ali was back. They could resume their friendship. And then, in a blink, Ali was gone again, and now everyone thought Emily had made her
         up. What if Ali really was out there, hurt and scared? Was Emily honestly the only person out there who wanted to help her?
      

      
      She ran cold water on her face, trying to catch her breath. Suddenly her phone beeped, echoing loudly off the hard bathroom
         walls. She jumped and unhooked the backpack from her shoulder. Her phone was in the front pocket. One new text message, said the screen.
      

      
      Her heart went into free fall. She looked around swiftly, anticipating a pair of eyes watching her from the utility closet,
         a pair of feet under a stall. But the bathroom was empty.
      

      
      Her breathing was shallow in her chest as she looked at the screen.

      
      
         Poor little Emily—

         You and I both know she’s alive. The question is:

         What would you do to find her? – A
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      ‘If I only had a heart.’

      
      – Tin Man, The Wizard of Oz

      




      
      
      Lost And Found

      
      Ever have something really important just up and vanish without a trace? Like that vintage Pucci scarf you wore to the ninth-grade
         formal. It was around your neck the whole night, but when it was time to head home, poof. Gone. Or that gorgeous gold locket your grandmother gave you. Somehow it grew legs and just walked away. But lost things
         don’t just disappear into thin air. They have to be somewhere.
      

      
      Four pretty girls in Rosewood have lost very important things too. Things much bigger than a scarf or necklace. Like the trust
         of their parents. An Ivy League future. Purity. And they thought they lost their childhood best friend, too … but maybe not.
         Maybe the universe returned her, safe and sound. But just remember, the world has a way of balancing out: When something is
         given back, something else must be taken away.
      

      
      And in Rosewood, that could be anything. Credibility. Sanity. Lives.
      

      
      *

      
      
      Aria Montgomery was the first to arrive. She tipped her bike onto the crushed-gravel drive, plopped down under a lavender
         weeping willow, and ran her fingers through the soft, clipped lawn. Just yesterday, the grass had smelled like summer and
         freedom, but after all that had happened, the scent no longer filled Aria with liberated glee.
      

      
      Emily Fields appeared next. She was wearing the same faded, nondescript jeans and lemon yellow Old Navy tee she’d had on the
         night before. The clothes were wrinkled now, as if she’d slept in them. ‘Hey,’ she said listlessly, lowering herself down
         next to Aria. At the exact same moment, Spencer Hastings emerged from her front door, a solemn look on her face, and Hanna
         Marin slammed the door to her mom’s Mercedes.
      

      
      ‘So.’ Emily finally broke the silence when they were all together.

      
      ‘So,’ Aria echoed.

      
      Simultaneously, they turned and looked at the barn at the back of Spencer’s yard. The night before, Spencer, Aria, Emily,
         Hanna, and Alison DiLaurentis, their best friend and leader, were supposed to have had their long-awaited, end-of-seventh-grade
         sleepover there. But instead of the party lasting until dawn, it had ended abruptly before midnight. Far from being the perfect
         kickoff to summer, it had been an embarrassing disaster.
      

      
      None of them could make eye contact. Nor could they look next door at the big Victorian house that belonged to Alison’s family.
         They were due over there any minute, but it wasn’t Alison who’d invited them over today – it was her mother, Jessica. She’d
         called each girl mid-morning, saying Alison hadn’t turned up after breakfast – was she at one of their houses? Ali’s mom hadn’t seemed too alarmed when
         they said no, but when she called back a few hours later, reporting that Ali still hadn’t checked in, her voice was thin and high-pitched with distress.
      

      
      Aria tightened her ponytail. ‘None of us saw where Ali went, right?’

      
      They shook their heads. Spencer gently prodded at a purple bruise that had appeared on her wrist that morning. She had no
         idea when she’d hurt herself. There were a few scratches on her arms, too, as if she’d gotten tangled in a vine.
      

      
      ‘And she didn’t tell anyone where she was going?’ Hanna asked.

      
      Each girl shrugged. ‘She’s probably off somewhere fun,’ Emily concluded in an Eeyore voice, hanging her head. The girls had
         nicknamed Emily ‘Killer,’ as in, Ali’s personal pit bull. That Ali could have more fun with anyone else made her heart break.
      

      
      ‘Nice of her to include us,’ Aria said bitterly, kicking at a clump of grass with her motorcycle boots.

      
      The hot June sun beat down relentlessly on their winter-pale skin. They heard a splash from a backyard pool and the groan
         of a lawn mower in the distance. It was typical suburban summer bliss in Rosewood, Pennsylvania, a luxurious and pristine
         suburb about twenty miles from Philadelphia. Right now, the girls were supposed to be poolside at the Rosewood Country Club,
         ogling cute guys who went to their elite private school, Rosewood Day. They still could do that, but it felt weird to have fun without Ali. They felt adrift without her, like actresses without a director or marionettes without a puppeteer.
      

      
      At last night’s sleepover, Ali had seemed more aggravated with them than usual. Distracted, too – she’d wanted to hypnotize
         them, but when Spencer insisted that the blinds be left open, Ali argued that they needed to be closed; then Ali abruptly
         left without saying good-bye. All the girls had a sinking feeling they knew why she’d left – Ali had found something better
         to do, with friends older and way cooler than they were.
      

      
      Even though none of them would admit it, they’d sensed this might be coming. Ali was the girl at Rosewood Day who set trends,
         topped every guy’s Hottest Girl list, and decided who was popular and who was an undesirable Not It. She could charm anyone, from her sullen older brother, Jason, to the school’s strictest history teacher. Last year, she’d plucked Spencer, Hanna,
         Aria, and Emily from obscurity and invited them into her inner sanctum. Things were perfect for the first few months, the
         five of them ruling the Rosewood Day hallways, holding court at sixth-grade parties, and always scoring the best booth at
         Rive Gauche at the King James Mall, kicking out less-popular girls who had been seated there first. But toward the end of
         seventh grade, Ali grew more and more distant. She didn’t call them immediately when she got home from school. She didn’t
         surreptitiously text them during class. When the girls talked to her, her eyes often looked glazed over, like her thoughts
         were elsewhere. The only things that interested Ali were their deepest, darkest secrets.
      

      
      Aria glanced at Spencer. ‘You ran out of the barn after Ali last night. You seriously didn’t see which way she went?’ She had to yell over the sound of someone’s weed whacker.
      

      
      ‘No,’ Spencer said quickly, staring at her white J. Crew flip-flops.

      
      ‘You ran out of the barn?’ Emily tugged on one of her blondish-red ponytails. ‘I don’t remember that.’

      
      ‘It was right after Spencer told Ali to leave,’ Aria informed them, a tinge of irritation in her voice.

      
      ‘I didn’t think she was going to,’ Spencer mumbled, plucking a rogue, bright yellow dandelion that had sprouted beneath the willow.
      

      
      Hanna and Emily picked at their cuticles. The wind shifted, and the sweet smell of lilac and honeysuckle filled the air. The
         last thing they remembered was Ali’s weird hypnosis: She counted down from one hundred, touched their foreheads with her thumb,
         and announced that they were in her power. What seemed like hours later, they’d awakened from a deep, disorienting sleep and
         Ali was gone.
      

      
      Emily pulled her T-shirt collar over her nose, something she did when she was worried. Her shirt smelled faintly of All-Temperature
         Cheer and deodorant. ‘So what do we say to Ali’s mom?’
      

      
      ‘We cover,’ Hanna said matter-of-factly. ‘We say Ali’s with her field hockey friends.’

      
      Aria tipped up her head, absently following the path of an airplane high in the cloudless blue sky. ‘I guess.’ But deep down,
         she didn’t want to cover for Ali. The night before, Ali dropped some obvious hints about Aria’s dad’s horrible secret. Did
         she really deserve Aria’s help now?
      

      
      
      Emily’s eyes followed a bumblebee as it meandered from flower to flower in Spencer’s front garden. She didn’t want to cover
         for Ali either. More than likely Ali was with her older field hockey friends – worldly, intimidating girls who smoked Marlboros
         out the windows of their Range Rovers and attended house parties with kegs. Was Emily terrible for wishing that Ali would
         get in trouble for running off with them? Was she a bad friend for wanting Ali all to herself?
      

      
      Spencer scowled too. It wasn’t fair that Ali just assumed they’d lie for her. Last night, before Ali could touch Spencer’s
         forehead and put her under hypnosis, Spencer jumped up in protest. She was sick of Ali controlling them. She was sick of things
         being exactly the way Ali wanted.
      

      
      ‘Come on, guys,’ Hanna urged, sensing everyone’s reluctance. ‘We have to cover for Ali.’ The last thing Hanna wanted was to
         give Ali a reason to drop them – if that happened, Hanna would go back to being an ugly, chubby loser. And that wasn’t the
         worst thing that could happen. ‘If we don’t protect her, she might tell everyone about the …’ Hanna trailed off, glancing
         across the street at the house where Toby and Jenna Cavanaugh lived. It had fallen into disrepair over the past year, the
         grass in the front yard badly in need of a mow, and the bottom of the garage doors covered in a thin layer of green, speckled
         mold.
      

      
      Last spring, they’d accidentally blinded Jenna Cavanaugh while she and her brother were in their tree house. No one knew they’d
         set off the firework, though, and Ali had made them promise never to tell what really happened, saying the secret would bond their friendship forever. But what if they weren’t friends anymore? Ali could be ruthless to people she didn’t like. After she’d dropped Naomi Zeigler and Riley Wolfe out of
         nowhere at the beginning of sixth grade, she’d banned them from parties, made boys prank call their houses, and even hacked
         into their MySpace pages, writing half-mean, half-funny posts about their embarrassing secrets. If Ali ditched her four new
         friends, what promises would she break? What secrets would she tell?
      

      
      The front door to the DiLaurentises’ house opened, and Ali’s mom stuck her head out onto the porch. Though normally stylish
         and polished, Mrs DiLaurentis had thrown her pale blond hair into a sloppy ponytail. A pair of frayed shorts hung low on her
         hips, and her ragged T-shirt stretched across her midriff.
      

      
      The girls stood and walked up the stone path to Ali’s door. As usual, the foyer smelled like fabric softener, and photos of
         Alison and her brother, Jason, lined the halls. Aria’s gaze went immediately to Jason’s senior picture, his longish blond
         hair pushed off his face, the corners of his lips curled up into just a hint of a smile. Before the girls could perform their
         usual ritual of touching the bottom right-hand corner of their favorite photo from their trip to the Poconos last July, Mrs
         DiLaurentis swept them into the kitchen and gestured for them to sit at the big wood table. It felt weird to be in Ali’s house
         without Ali here – almost like they were spying on her. There was evidence of her everywhere: a pair of turquoise Tory Burch
         wedges by the laundry room door, a travel-size bottle of Ali’s favorite vanilla hand cream on the telephone table, and Ali’s
         report card – all A’s, of course – pinned to the stainless-steel refrigerator with a pizza-shaped magnet.
      

      
      Mrs DiLaurentis sat down with them and cleared her throat. ‘I know you girls were with Alison last night, and I need you to
         think really hard. Are you sure she didn’t give you any hints about where she might have gone?’
      

      
      The girls shook their heads, staring at the woven jute place mats. ‘I think she’s with her field hockey friends,’ Hanna blurted
         out, when it seemed no one else was going to speak.
      

      
      Mrs DiLaurentis shredded a grocery list into small squares. ‘I already called all the girls on the team’s telephone tree –
         and her friends from hockey camp. No one has seen her.’
      

      
      The girls exchanged alarmed glances. Nerves streaked through their chests, and their hearts began to thump a little faster.
         If Ali wasn’t with any of her other friends, then where was she?
      

      
      Mrs DiLaurentis drummed her fingers on the table. Her nails looked uneven, as if she’d been biting them. ‘Did she mention
         coming home last night? I thought I saw her in the kitchen doorway when I was talking to …’ She trailed off for a moment,
         casting her eyes to the back door. ‘She looked upset.’
      

      
      ‘We didn’t know Ali came back into the house,’ Aria mumbled.

      
      ‘Oh.’ Ali’s mom’s hands trembled as she reached for her coffee. ‘Has Ali ever talked about someone teasing her?’

      
      ‘No one would do that,’ Emily said quickly. ‘Everyone loves Ali.’

      
      Mrs DiLaurentis opened her mouth to protest but then changed her mind. ‘I’m sure you’re right. And she never said anything about running away?’
      

      
      Spencer snorted. ‘No way.’ Only Emily ducked her head. She and Ali sometimes talked about running away together. One of their
         fantasies about flying to Paris and adopting brand-new identities had recently been in heavy rotation. But Emily was sure
         Ali had never been serious.
      

      
      ‘Did she ever seem sad?’ Mrs DiLaurentis went on.

      
      Each of the girls’ expressions grew more and more baffled. ‘Sad?’ Hanna finally blurted. ‘Like … depressed?’
      

      
      ‘Absolutely not,’ Emily stated, thinking about how gleefully Ali had pirouetted across the lawn the day before, celebrating
         the end of seventh grade.
      

      
      ‘She’d tell us if something was bothering her,’ Aria added, although she wasn’t quite sure if this was true. Ever since Ali
         and Aria had discovered a devastating secret about Aria’s dad a few weeks ago, Aria had avoided being around Ali. She’d hoped
         that they could put it behind them at last night’s sleepover.
      

      
      The DiLaurentises’ dishwasher grumbled, shifting into the next cycle. Mr DiLaurentis wandered into the kitchen, looking bleary-eyed
         and lost. When he glanced at his wife, an uncomfortable expression came over his face, and he quickly wheeled around and left,
         vigorously scratching his beakish, oversize nose.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure you don’t know anything?’ Mrs DiLaurentis asked. Worry lines creased her forehead. ‘I looked for her diary,
         thinking she might’ve written something in there about where she went, but I can’t find it anywhere.’
      

      
      Hanna brightened. ‘I know what her diary looks like. Do you want us to go upstairs and search?’ They’d seen Ali writing in her diary a few days ago, when Mrs DiLaurentis sent
         them up to Ali’s room without telling Ali first. Ali had been so absorbed in her diary that she’d seemed startled by her friends,
         as if she’d momentarily forgotten that she’d invited them over. Seconds later, Mrs DiLaurentis had sent the girls downstairs
         because she wanted to lecture Ali about something, and when Ali emerged on the patio, she’d seemed annoyed they were there,
         like they’d done something wrong by staying at her house while her mom yelled at her.
      

      
      ‘No, no, that’s all right,’ Mrs DiLaurentis answered, setting down her coffee cup fast.

      
      ‘Really.’ Hanna scraped back her chair and started down the hall. ‘It’s no trouble.’

      
      ‘Hanna,’ Ali’s mom barked, her voice suddenly razorsharp. ‘I said no.’

      
      Hanna halted under the chandelier. Something impossible to read rumbled beneath Mrs DiLaurentis’s skin. ‘Okay,’ Hanna said
         quietly, returning to the table. ‘Sorry.’
      

      
      After that, Mrs DiLaurentis thanked the girls for coming over. They filed out one by one, blinking in the startlingly bright
         sun. In the cul-de-sac, Mona Vanderwaal, a loser girl in their grade, was making big figure eights on her Razor scooter. When
         she saw the girls, she waved. None of them waved back.
      

      
      Emily kicked a loose brick on the walkway. ‘Mrs D is overreacting. Ali’s fine.’

      
      ‘She isn’t depressed,’ Hanna insisted. ‘What a retarded thing to say.’
      

      
      Aria stuffed her hands into her miniskirt’s back pockets. ‘What if Ali did run away? Maybe not because she was unhappy, but because there was somewhere cooler she wanted to be. She
         probably wouldn’t even miss us.’
      

      
      ‘Of course she’d miss us,’ Emily snapped. And then she burst into tears.

      
      Spencer looked over, rolling her eyes. ‘God, Emily. Do you have to do that right now?’
      

      
      ‘Lay off her,’ Aria snapped.

      
      Spencer turned her gaze to Aria, canvassing her up and down. ‘Your nose ring is crooked,’ she pointed out, more than a tinge
         of nastiness in her voice.
      

      
      Aria felt for the stick-on, bedazzled nose stud on her left nostril. Somehow, it had slipped almost to her cheek. She pushed
         it back into position and then, in a rush of self-consciousness, pulled it off altogether.
      

      
      There was a rustling noise, and then a loud crunch. They turned and saw Hanna reaching into her purse for a handful of Cheez-Its. When Hanna noticed them watching warily, she
         froze. ‘What?’ she said, a halo of orange around her mouth.
      

      
      Each girl stood silently for a moment. Emily blotted her tears. Hanna took another sneaky handful of Cheez-Its. Aria fiddled
         with the buckles of her motorcycle boots. And Spencer crossed her arms, looking bored with them. Without Ali there, the girls
         suddenly seemed so defective. Uncool, even.
      

      
      A deafening roar sounded from Ali’s backyard. The girls turned and saw a red cement truck positioned next to a large hole.
         The DiLaurentises were building a twenty-person gazebo. A scruffy, scrawny worker with a stubby blond ponytail raised his
         mirrored sunglasses at the girls. He gave them a lascivious smile, revealing a gold front tooth. A bald, beefy, heavily tattooed worker in a skimpy wifebeater
         and torn jeans whistled. The girls shivered uneasily – Ali had told them stories about how the workers were constantly calling
         out lewd comments as she passed. Then one of the workers signaled to the guy at the wheel of the cement mixer, and the truck
         slowly backed up. Slate gray concrete oozed down a long chute into the hole.
      

      
      Ali had been telling them about this gazebo project for weeks. It was going to have a hot tub on one side and a fire pit on
         the other. Big plants, bushes, and trees would surround the whole thing so the gazebo would feel tropical and serene.
      

      
      ‘Ali’s going to love that gazebo,’ Emily said confidently. ‘She’ll have the best parties there.’

      
      The others nodded cautiously. They hoped they’d be invited. They hoped this wasn’t the end of an era.

      
      And then they parted ways, each girl going home. Spencer wandered into her kitchen, gazing out the back windows at the barn
         where the dreadful sleepover had taken place. So what if Ali ditched them forever? Her friends might be devastated, but maybe
         it wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Spencer was over Ali pushing her around.
      

      
      When she heard a sniffle, she jumped. Her mother was sitting at the island counter, staring into space, her eyes glassy. ‘Mom?’
         Spencer said softly, but her mother didn’t answer.
      

      
      Aria walked down the DiLaurentises’ driveway. The family’s trash cans sat on the curb, waiting for the Saturday garbage collection. One of the lids had fallen off, and Aria saw an empty prescription bottle sitting on top of a
         black plastic bag. The label was mostly scratched off, but Ali’s name was printed there in block letters. Aria wondered if
         they were antibiotics or spring allergy meds – the pollen in Rosewood was brutal this year.
      

      
      Hanna waited on one of the boulders in Spencer’s front yard for her mom to pick her up. Mona Vanderwaal was riding her scooter
         around the cul-de-sac. Could Mrs DiLaurentis be right? Had someone dared to tease Ali, just like Ali and the others taunted
         Mona?
      

      
      Emily grabbed her bike and walked to Ali’s backwoods for the shortcut back to her house. The gazebo workers were taking a
         break. That same scrawny guy with the gold tooth was horsing around with someone sporting a wispy mustache, inattentive to
         the concrete as it flowed from the cement mixer into the hole. Their cars – a dented Honda, two pickups, and a bumper sticker-slathered
         Jeep Cherokee – were parked along the curb. At the very end of the line was a vaguely familiar black vintage sedan. It was
         nicer than the others, and Emily could see her reflection in the shiny doors as she biked past. Her face looked pensive. What
         would she do if Ali didn’t want to be her friend anymore?
      

      
      As the sun rose higher in the sky, each girl wondered what would happen if Ali dropped them cold, like she had Naomi and Riley.
         But none of them paid any attention to Mrs DiLaurentis’s frantic questions. She was Ali’s mom – it was her job to worry.
      

      
      None of them could have predicted that by the following day, the DiLaurentises’ front lawn would be filled with news vans and police cars. Nor could they have known where Ali truly was or whom she’d really planned on meeting
         when she’d run out of the barn that night. No, on that pretty June day, the first full day of summer vacation, they pushed
         Mrs DiLaurentis’s concerns aside. Bad things didn’t happen in places like Rosewood. And they certainly didn’t happen to girls
         like Ali. She’s fine, they thought. She’ll be back.
      

      
      And three years later, maybe, just maybe, they were finally right.

   



      
      
      1

      
      Don’t Breathe In

      
      Emily Fields opened her eyes and looked around. She was lying in the middle of Spencer Hastings’s backyard, surrounded by
         a wall of smoke and flames. Gnarled tree branches snapped and dropped to the ground with deafening thuds. Heat radiated from
         the woods, making it feel like it was the middle of July, not the end of January.
      

      
      Emily’s other old best friends, Aria Montgomery and Hanna Marin, were nearby, dressed in soiled silk and sequined party dresses,
         coughing hysterically. Sirens roared behind them. Fire truck lights whirled in the distance. Four ambulances barreled onto
         the Hastingses’ lawn, giving no heed to the perfectly shaped shrubs and flower beds.
      

      
      A paramedic in a white uniform burst through the billowing smoke. ‘Are you all right?’ he cried, kneeling down at Emily’s
         side.
      

      
      Emily felt as if she’d awakened from a yearlong sleep. Something huge had just happened … but what?
      

      
      The paramedic caught her arm before she collapsed to the ground again. ‘You’ve inhaled a lot of smoke,’ he yelled. ‘Your brain isn’t getting enough oxygen. You’re lapsing in and
         out of consciousness.’ He placed an oxygen mask over her face.
      

      
      A second person swam into view. It was a Rosewood cop Emily didn’t recognize, a man with silvery hair and kind green eyes.
         ‘Is there anyone else in the woods besides the four of you?’ he shouted over the din.
      

      
      Emily’s lips parted, scrambling for an answer that felt just beyond her reach. And then, like a light switching on, everything
         that had happened in the last few hours flooded back to her.
      

      
      All those texts from A, the torturous new text messages insisting that Ian Thomas hadn’t killed Alison DiLaurentis. The sign-in
         book Emily had found at the Radley hotel party with Jason DiLaurentis’s name all through it, indicating he might have been
         a patient back when the Radley was a mental hospital. Ian confirming on IM that Jason and Darren Wilden, the cop working on
         Ali’s murder case, had been the ones to kill Ali – and warning them that Jason and Wilden would stop at nothing to keep them
         quiet.
      

      
      And then the flicker. The horrible sulfuric smell. The ten acres of woods bursting into flames.

      
      They’d run blindly to Spencer’s yard, catching up with Aria, who’d cut through the woods from her new house one street over.
         Aria had a girl with her, someone who’d been trapped in the fiery woods. Someone Emily thought she’d never see again.
      

      
      Emily pulled the oxygen mask away from her face. ‘Alison,’ she shouted. ‘Don’t forget Alison!’
      

      
      
      The cop cocked his head. The paramedic cupped his hand to his ear. ‘Who?’

      
      Emily turned around, gesturing to where Ali had just been lying on the grass. She took a big step back. Ali was gone.

      
      ‘No,’ she whispered. She wheeled around. The paramedics were loading her friends into ambulances. ‘Aria!’ Emily screamed. ‘Spencer!
         Hanna!’
      

      
      Her friends turned. ‘Ali!’ Emily screeched, waving at the now-empty spot where Ali had been. ‘Did you see where Ali went?’

      
      Aria shook her head. Hanna held her oxygen mask to her face, her eyes darting back and forth. Spencer’s skin paled with terror,
         but then a bunch of EMTs surrounded her, helping her into the back of an ambulance.
      

      
      Emily turned desperately to the paramedic. His face was backlit by the Hastingses’ burning windmill. ‘Alison’s here. We just saw her!’
      

      
      The paramedic looked at her uncertainly. ‘You mean Alison DiLaurentis, the girl who … died?’

      
      ‘She’s not dead!’ Emily wailed, nearly tripping over a tree root as she backed up. She gestured toward the flames. ‘She’s
         hurt! She said someone was trying to kill her!’
      

      
      ‘Miss.’ The cop placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘You need to settle down.’

      
      There was a snap a few feet away, and Emily pivoted. Four news reporters stood near the Hastingses’ deck, gaping. ‘Miss Fields?’
         a journalist called, running toward Emily and jabbing her microphone in Emily’s face. A man with a camera and another guy
         holding a boom raced forward too. ‘What did you say? Who did you just see?’
      

      
      
      Emily’s heart pounded. ‘We’ve got to help Alison!’ She looked around again. Spencer’s yard was crawling with cops and EMTs.
         By contrast, Ali’s old yard was dark and empty. When Emily saw a shape dart behind the wrought-iron fence that separated the
         Hastingses’ yard from the DiLaurentises’, her heart leapt. Ali? But it was only a shadow made by the flashing lights of a police car.
      

      
      More journalists gathered, spilling from the Hastingses’ front and side yards. A fire truck screamed up too, the firefighters
         leaping from the vehicle and pointing a huge hose at the woods. A bald, middle-aged reporter touched Emily’s arm. ‘What did
         Alison look like?’ he demanded. ‘Where has she been?’
      

      
      ‘That’s enough.’ The cop brushed everyone away. ‘Give her some space.’

      
      The reporter shoved the microphone at him. ‘Are you going to investigate her claim? Are you going to search for Alison?’

      
      ‘Who set the fire? Did you see?’ another voice screamed over the sound of the fire hoses.

      
      The paramedic maneuvered Emily away from them. ‘We need to get you out of here.’

      
      Emily let out a fevered whimper, desperately staring at the empty patch of grass. The very same thing had happened when they
         saw Ian’s dead body in the woods last week – one minute he was lying there, bloated and pale on the grass, and the next he
         was … gone. But it couldn’t be happening again. It couldn’t. Emily had spent years pining over Ali, obsessing over every contour of her face, memorizing every hair on her head. And
         that girl from the woods looked exactly like Ali. She had Ali’s raspy, sexy voice, and when she wiped the soot from her face, it had been with Ali’s small, delicate hands.
      

      
      They were at the ambulance now. Another EMT clapped the oxygen mask back over Emily’s mouth and nose and helped her onto a
         small cot inside. The paramedics buckled themselves in beside her. Sirens whooped, and the vehicle rolled slowly off the lawn.
         As they turned onto the street, Emily noticed a police car through the ambulance’s back window, its sirens silenced, the headlights
         off. It wasn’t driving toward the Hastingses’ house, though.
      

      
      She turned her attention back to Spencer’s house, looking once more for Ali, but all she saw were curious bystanders. There
         was Mrs McClellan, a neighbor from down the street. Hovering by the mailbox were Mr and Mrs Vanderwaal, whose daughter, Mona,
         had been the original A. Emily hadn’t seen them since Mona’s funeral a few months ago. Even the Cavanaughs were there, gazing
         at the flames in horror. Mrs Cavanaugh had a hand resting protectively on her daughter Jenna’s shoulder. Even though Jenna’s
         sightless eyes were obscured by her dark Gucci sunglasses, it seemed like she was staring straight at Emily.
      

      
      But Ali wasn’t anywhere in the chaos. She’d vanished – again.

   



      
      
      2

      
      Up In Smoke

      
      About six hours later, a perky nurse with a long brown ponytail pushed back the curtain to Aria’s little cordonedoff nook
         in the Rosewood Memorial emergency room. She handed Aria’s dad, Byron, a clipboard and told him to sign at the bottom. ‘Besides
         the bruises on her legs and all the smoke she inhaled, I think she’s going to be fine,’ the nurse said.
      

      
      ‘Thank God.’ Byron sighed, penning his name with a flourish. He and Aria’s brother, Mike, had shown up at the hospital shortly
         after the ambulance deposited Aria here. Aria’s mom, Ella, was in Vermont for the night with her vile boyfriend, Xavier, and
         Byron had told her that there was no reason for her to rush home.
      

      
      The nurse looked at Aria. ‘Your friend Spencer wants to see you before you go. She’s on the second floor. Room two-oh-six.’

      
      ‘Okay,’ Aria said shakily, shifting her legs underneath the scratchy, standard-issue hospital linens.

      
      
      Byron rose from the white plastic chair beside the bed and met Aria’s gaze. ‘I’ll wait for you in the lobby. Take your time.’

      
      Aria slowly got up. She raked her hands through her blue-black hair, little flakes of soot and ash raining onto the sheets.
         When she leaned down to pull on her jeans and put on her shoes, her muscles ached like she’d climbed Mount Everest. She’d
         been up all night, freaking out over what had just happened in the woods. Even though her old friends had been brought to
         the ER, too, they’d all been taken to separate corners of the ward, so Aria hadn’t been able to speak to any of them. Every
         time she’d tried to get up, the nurses had swept into her room and told her that she needed to relax and get some sleep. Right. Like that was going to happen again.
      

      
      Aria had no idea what to think about the ordeal she’d just been through. One minute, she was sprinting through the forest
         to Spencer’s barn, the piece of Time Capsule flag she’d stolen from Ali in sixth grade tucked in her back pocket. She hadn’t
         looked at the shiny blue fabric in four long years, but Hanna was convinced the drawings on it contained a clue about Ali’s
         killer. And then, just as Aria had slipped on a patch of wet leaves, the acrid smell of gas had filled her nostrils and she’d
         heard the papery rasp of a match igniting. All around her, the woods exploded into flames, burning hot and bright and searing
         her skin. Moments later, she came upon someone in the woods screaming desperately for help. Someone whose body they’d all
         thought was in that half-dug hole in the DiLaurentises’ old backyard. Ali.
      

      
      
      Or so Aria had thought at the time. But now … well, now she didn’t know. She looked at her reflection in the mirror hanging
         on the door. Her cheeks were gaunt, her eyes rimmed with red. The ER doctor who’d treated Aria explained that it was common
         to see crazy things after inhaling a bunch of noxious smoke – when deprived of oxygen, the brain went haywire. The forest
         had been really suffocating. And Ali had seemed so hazy and surreal, definitely like a dream. Aria hadn’t known that group hallucinations
         were possible, but they’d all had Ali on their minds last night. Maybe it was obvious why Ali was the first thing each of
         them thought of when their brains began to shut down.
      

      
      After Aria finished changing into the jeans and sweater Byron had brought her from home, she made her way to Spencer’s room
         on the second floor. Mr and Mrs Hastings were slumped on chairs in the waiting area across the hall, checking their BlackBerrys.
         Hanna and Emily were already inside the room, dressed in jeans and sweaters, but Spencer was still in bed in her hospital
         gown. IV tubes fed into her arms, her skin was sallow, and there were dark purple circles under her blue eyes and a bruise
         on her square jaw.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Aria exclaimed. No one had told her Spencer was hurt.

      
      Spencer nodded weakly, using the little remote on the side of the bed to sit up straighter. ‘I’m much better now. They say
         smoke inhalation can sometimes affect people really differently.’
      

      
      Aria looked around. The room smelled of sickness and bleach. There was a monitor in the corner tracking Spencer’s vital signs, and a small chrome sink with stacks of boxes of surgical gloves in the corner. The walls were wasabi
         green, and next to the floral-curtained window was a big poster explaining how to self-administer the monthly breast exam.
         Predictably, some kid had drawn a penis next to the woman’s boob.
      

      
      Emily was perched on a child-size chair near the window, her reddish-blond hair tangled, her thin lips cracked. She shifted
         uncomfortably, her broad swimmer’s body too big for the seat. Hanna was by the door, leaning against a sign proclaiming that
         all hospital employees must wear gloves. Her hazel eyes were glazed and vacant. She looked even frailer than usual, her skinny,
         dark-denim jeans hanging loosely on her hips.
      

      
      Wordlessly, Aria pulled Ali’s flag from her yak-fur bag and spread it on Spencer’s bed. Everyone moved in and stared. Shiny
         silver doodles covered the fabric. There was a Chanel logo, a Louis Vuitton luggage pattern, and Ali’s name in big bubble
         letters. A stone wishing well, complete with an A-frame roof and crank, was in the corner. Aria traced the outline of the
         well with her finger. She didn’t see any glaring, vital clues here about what might have happened to Ali the night she was
         killed. This was the same kind of stuff everyone drew on their Time Capsule flags.
      

      
      Spencer touched the edge of the fabric. ‘I forgot Ali made bubble letters like that.’

      
      Hanna shivered. ‘Just seeing Ali’s writing makes me think she’s here with us.’

      
      Everyone raised their heads, exchanging a spooked glance. It was obvious they were all thinking the same  thing. Just like she was with us in the woods a few hours ago.
      

      
      At that, they all spoke at once. ‘We’ve got to—’ Aria blurted.

      
      ‘What did we—’ Hanna whispered.

      
      ‘The doctor said—’ Spencer hissed a half-second later. They all stopped and looked at one another, their cheeks as pale as
         the pillowcases behind Spencer’s head.
      

      
      It was Emily who spoke next. ‘We’ve got to do something, guys. Ali is out there. We need to figure out where she went. Has anyone heard anything about people looking for her in the woods? I told the cops
         we saw her, but they just stood there!’
      

      
      Aria’s heart flipped. Spencer looked incredulous. ‘You told the cops?’ she repeated, pushing a strand of dirty blond hair
         out of her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Of course I did!’ Emily whispered.

      
      ‘But … Emily …’

      
      ‘What?’ Emily snapped. She glared at Spencer crazily, as if there was a unicorn horn growing out of her forehead.

      
      ‘Em, it was just a hallucination. The doctors said so. Ali’s dead.’
      

      
      Emily’s eyes boggled. ‘But we all saw her, didn’t we? Are you saying we all had the exact same hallucination?’
      

      
      Spencer stared unblinking at Emily. A few tense seconds passed. Outside the room, a beeper went off. A hospital bed with a
         squeaky wheel rolled down the hall.
      

      
      Emily let out a whimper. Her cheeks had turned bright pink. She turned to Hanna and Aria. ‘You guys think Ali was real, right?’

      
      ‘It could have been Ali, I guess,’ Aria said, sinking into a spare wheelchair by the tiny bathroom. ‘But, Em, the doctor told me it was smoke inhalation. It makes sense. How else could
         she have just vanished after the fire?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ Hanna said weakly. ‘And where would she have been hiding all this time?’

      
      Emily slapped her arms to her sides violently. The IV pole next to her rattled. ‘Hanna, you said you saw Ali standing over
         you in your hospital bed the last time you were here. Maybe it really was her!’
      

      
      Hanna fiddled with the high heel of her suede boot, looking uncomfortable.

      
      ‘Hanna was in a coma when she saw Ali,’ Spencer jumped in. ‘It was obviously a dream.’

      
      Undaunted, Emily pointed at Aria. ‘You pulled someone out of the woods last night. If it wasn’t Ali, then who was it?’

      
      Aria shrugged, running her hands along the spokes on one of the wheelchair’s wheels. Out the big window, the sun was just
         coming up. There was a line of shiny BMWs, Mercedes, and Audis in the hospital parking lot. It was amazing how normal everything
         looked after such a crazy night. ‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘The woods were so dark. And … oh shit.’ She dug in the inner pocket of her bag. ‘I found this last night.’
      

      
      She opened her palm and showed them the familiar-looking Rosewood Day class ring with a bright blue stone. The inscription
         on the inside of the band said IAN THOMAS. When they’d discovered Ian’s supposedly dead body in the woods last week, the ring had been on Ian’s finger. ‘It was just
         lying there in the dirt,’ she explained. ‘I don’t know how the cops didn’t find it.’
      

      
      
      Emily gasped. Spencer looked confused. Hanna snatched the ring from Aria’s palm and held it to the light above Spencer’s bed.
         ‘Maybe it fell off Ian’s finger when he escaped?’
      

      
      ‘What should we do with it?’ Emily asked. ‘Turn it in to the cops?’

      
      ‘Definitely not,’ Spencer said. ‘It seems a little convenient that we see Ian’s body in the woods, make the cops search the
         place, they find nothing, and then voilà! We find a ring just like that. It makes us look suspicious. You probably shouldn’t have picked it up at all. It’s evidence.’
      

      
      Aria crossed her arms over her Fair Isle sweater. ‘How was I supposed to know that? So what should I do? Put it back where I found it?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ Spencer instructed. ‘The cops will be mobbing those woods again because of the fire. They might notice you putting it
         back and ask questions. Just hold on to it for now, I guess.’
      

      
      Emily shifted impatiently in the little chair. ‘You saw Ali after you found the ring. Right, Aria?’

      
      ‘I’m not sure,’ Aria admitted. She tried to think about those frantic minutes in the woods. They were growing blurrier and
         blurrier. ‘I never actually touched her …’
      

      
      Emily stood up. ‘What is wrong with you guys? Why do you suddenly not believe what we saw?’

      
      ‘Em,’ Spencer said gently. ‘You’re getting really emotional.’

      
      ‘I am not!’ Emily cried. Her cheeks flushed bright pink, making her freckles stand out.

      
      They were interrupted by a loud, squawking alarm in an adjacent room. Nurses yelled. There were frantic footsteps. A sick feeling welled in Aria’s stomach. She wondered if it
         was the alarm warning that someone was dying.
      

      
      A few moments later, the wing fell silent again. Spencer cleared her throat. ‘The most important thing is figuring out who
         set that fire. That’s what the cops need to concentrate on right now. Someone tried to kill us last night.’
      

      
      ‘Not just someone,’ Hanna whispered. ‘Them.’
      

      
      Spencer looked at Aria. ‘We got in touch with Ian in the barn. He told us everything. He’s sure Jason and Wilden did it. Everything
         we talked about last night is true, and they’re definitely out to keep us quiet.’
      

      
      Aria’s chest heaved, remembering something else. ‘When I was in the woods, I saw someone set the fire.’

      
      Spencer sat up even more, her eyes saucers. ‘What?’
      

      
      ‘Did you see their face?’ Hanna exclaimed.

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ Aria shut her eyes, calling back the horrible memory. Moments after she’d found Ian’s ring, she’d seen someone
         skulking through the woods only a few paces ahead of her, his hood pulled tight and his face in the shadows. Instantly, she
         felt in her bones that it was someone she knew. When she realized what he was doing, her limbs froze. She felt powerless to
         stop him. In seconds, the flames were speeding along the forest floor, making a hungry beeline for her feet.
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