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Preface


The Five Suspects is the book I wrote after I’m Not a Stalker (now known as Book 1 of my Secret Messages Sweet YA Romance Series), but this book is not a sequel, exactly.  It is more like a journey into the minds of five specific characters from I’m Not a Stalker. Because of this, I must offer a caution to any of you who have not yet read the first book…
CAUTION: THIS BOOK CONTAINS SPOILERS FOR THE FIRST BOOK IN THE SECRET MESSAGES SWEET YA ROMANCE SERIES.
This book can be read as a stand-alone. However, it is also basically one giant spoiler for the mystery in I’m Not a Stalker. If you haven’t read that book yet, you might want to start there, unless you aren’t planning to read I’m Not a Stalker at all. 
If you plan to read I’m Not a Stalker and haven’t yet, please close this book now and go read it, before I accidentally ruin it for you.  
Still here? I’m assuming that means you’ve already read I’m Not a Stalker, so I’m going to move ahead. 
The Five Suspects gives an in-depth look into Anissa’s five leading suspects for the secret-admirer mystery: Hunter, Declan, Matthew, Randy, and Sean.  If you’ve read the first book (and you have, right?) you know that Hunter and Anissa’s love story drives the book. Hunter is really the heart of this book you hold now, and the majority of it is in his POV.  
Writing from Hunter’s point-of-view was not in my original plans when I first began I’m Not a Stalker, but my readers begged for narrative scenes to fill in the gaps between the emails and messages. They wanted to see Hunter’s thoughts, to know more about him. And so I began working on his story.
However, as I worked to expand the original story through Hunter’s eyes, a funny thing happened. I intended only to write a book from Hunter’s point-of-view, but as I worked on that, full lives emerged for these other characters, too. Readers began requesting to see the story through the eyes of other characters they loved (or loved to hate). Out of this came a backstory for Megs, and also stories for Matthew, Declan, and Sean.  I originally posted these up separately on Wattpad as short stories (except for Megs’ story; hers is on my website as a freebie for my newsletter subscribers, which you can get at http://ccrawfordwriting.com/subscribe).  But when I decided to turn Hunter’s book into an e-book, I realized that his story is not complete without the other stories. They all fit together, a tapestry of romance and suspense and drama and weirdness all centered on Anissa, but of which she was mostly unaware. And so all the stories have been edited, revamped, and have emerged as one in The Five Suspects.
I’m Not a Stalker was Anissa’s story, her love-story-mystery. This book is theirs: the five suspects’, those guys whose lives were—for a time, at least—all drawn into orbit around her. It is about her, but it is also about them—a kaleidoscope presentation of what Anissa’s semester looked like through their eyes. 
Rather than emails and messages like I’m Not a Stalker, this book is told in a chronological narrative, beginning just before the start of the first book and following multiple storylines throughout the first book’s time period.  The book does shift POV several times, but I always indicate clearly when it does. You might be surprised to find that there was far more happening in the backdrop of the first book than Anissa realized! This book will show you all of that—and more.
Going into these guys’ minds and lives was more fun than I would have imagined, and I am infinitely grateful to the readers who suggested I write these points-of-view. 
I hope you enjoy it. 
Sincerely,
Crystal Crawford
CCrawfordWriting 
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Chapter 1
Hunter


Hunter paid for the bag of chips and an energy drink, and headed back out to the car. He knew it was a terrible snack but it would wake him up a bit, and he only had two hours left to drive. Two hours until he reached his new life. 
As he pulled out of the gas station parking lot, he realized that the old Hunter—the Hunter who was one of the best runners on the cross-country team and had been acing his college classes on a full scholarship—never would have chosen chips and an energy drink. He was far too healthy. But he wasn’t that person anymore; that was the old him. That was who he had been before Brooke.
He had been lots of things before Brooke. Happy, for one. But not anymore. That was why he was on this trip, though. That was why he had dropped out of classes, applied to a college on the other side of the country, packed up his stuff (and his cat), and left his old life behind. He was tired of being the “after Brooke” version of himself, the version that had no motivation to exercise or eat right and who barely functioned. He wanted to be healthy again, happy again. And for that, he needed a fresh start. 
He looked down at the bag of chips in his lap and shrugged, then opened it and popped a chip in his mouth. The fresh start could wait until he arrived at his new apartment.
He drove. Music from the radio filled the car but he barely heard it. He focused instead on the interstate, on the lines and road and sky all blurring together into the distance. His parents had been happy about his move. They saw it as a sign that he was finally coming out of his “funk,” as they called it. They hoped that after failing his classes and spending months in bed with depression, he was finally coming back to himself. 
But Hunter knew the truth—there was no going back to himself. Not to that old self, anyway. The old self had been naïve, hopeful, and blissfully in love with Brooke with every belief that it would last forever. What a fool. Hunter didn’t want to go back to the old self. He wanted a new self, a self that could move on and learn from the past and be stronger for it. A self that could learn to trust again, to love again—eventually—but who was wiser, better, and more confident. Definitely more confident, because right now, he was stuck in an in-between version of himself that he abhorred, one that was closed-off and suspicious and lonely and which ached. 
He had fallen hard, that old Hunter, upon discovering that the love of his life had been cheating on him with his best friend, and that everyone (but him) had known it. It had crushed him. But now, he was ready to move on. He was ready to leave behind the friends that hid secrets and the classes that felt like only pressure and even the place on the cross-country team that had earned him his scholarship. That last one was the hardest. He missed the running, his teammates, his reputation and success and his position as a competitor for Regionals—he missed it, but what choice did he have? To make a clean break meant breaking with all of it. It would be fine. He would start over. He would try out for the team at his new college and he would carve out a place for himself. He would carve out a life.
He was about to arrive at an apartment he had never seen but had rented over the phone, to attend classes at a campus he’d never been to and live in a city where he knew not a soul. That thought would have made the old Hunter anxious. But maybe there was something good about this in-between Hunter after all, or maybe there was already some of the new-and-better Hunter emerging, because as he flicked on his blinker and moved over toward his approaching exit, he felt no anxiety—only a small tremor of excitement.
Hunter arrived at his apartment late in the afternoon and settled himself (and his cat, Bruno) into his new home. He hadn’t brought much with him, just a few boxes of books and movies, his computer and television and Xbox One, and his clothes. There was no food in his apartment, but at least there was furniture. The landlord had allowed him to have a bed, a couch and a small table delivered ahead of time, and someone had already set them up. 
He would have to thank his parents later for paying for his new furniture. He had lived in the dorms before, where furniture had been provided, and when he dropped out, he had moved back home. He’d had a part time job, but he’d lost it after not showing up to work several times while suffering from depression. When he finally decided to start over at a new college, he realized he was nearly broke. Now that he was up and setting goals again and had decided to move, his parents insisted on helping him get some stuff for his new place. He would pay them back when he could. He didn’t mind them helping him, but they didn’t have a lot of money themselves, and he knew they had struggled to afford it. He had lined up a job at a Radio Shack down the road from the college, and he would start work next week. After paying his rent and buying some food, saving up to pay his parents back was next on his list.
Hunter fed the cat and set up the litter box, then unpacked his small amount of belongings. Afterward, he collapsed on the couch and pulled open his phone’s calendar. It was August 24, 2016. Classes started tomorrow. He felt a sudden weight in the pit of his stomach, but he took a deep breath and forced himself to relax. The first day of class was always a little stressful, no matter what the circumstances. But this was also his chance for a new start. 
He sat up and rummaged through his backpack, which he had dropped beside the couch when he came in. He had crammed it with his school books and supplies before tossing it in his car. He pulled out a slightly-wrinkled map of his new school campus and unfolded it, then pulled up the email with his class schedule on his phone. He would figure out where to park and how to get to his classes, and plan out what time he needed to be up in the morning to get to campus on time. Then he would call for a pizza, shower, eat, and go to bed. After all, tomorrow was going to be a big day.

      [image: ]Hunter left for campus the next morning with plenty of time to spare, which of course meant that by the time he’d finally found a parking space, he had only ten minutes to run across campus and find his first class. He barely made it on time to Chemistry, but he was there and once he got settled in, things actually felt pretty familiar. He tried not to think about the fact that the reason it seemed so familiar is because he had already taken Chemistry. Since he’d failed all his classes at the other college after the break-up, he was now retaking all his first-semester classes even though he would have otherwise been a sophomore. But it was okay; a fresh start meant replacing some things with new versions and new memories. This Chemistry class was a replacement, a sign that he was diving into his new life. This time he was determined to do well in it. 
He took notes on assignments and how to access the online grading system, but zoned out during the introductory Chemistry material he remembered from his other college and let his mind wander. He was more concerned with what would be happening after his classes today—his first cross-country practice. He’d heard the cross-country team was well-established, and that they had met for practice over the summer to stay in shape and get a head-start on training. The freshman and newcomers would be joining the practices today, and—with the exceptions of those who had been scouted and brought in on scholarships—would be on the team for a probationary period of one week. It was basically their version of tryouts. The coach would cut people each day as he saw fit, and at the end of the week, he would announce who was staying. 
Hunter was desperate to make a good impression. He had been one of the top runners at his other college, and had been recruited for the team out of high school. But here, no one knew him and he had no idea how his ability would compare to the rest of the team. He had resolved to prove himself and show them he was worth keeping on the team, whatever it took. Cross-country was the only part of his new life he had really put much thought into. He planned to work hard and pass his classes, sure; he’d lined up a job, of course, because he needed rent and food; but the cross-country team was something he actually wanted.  
Before leaving for classes this morning, he’d thrown out the leftover pizza and poured out the last energy drink he’d stashed in his car. He had put his mind in the athlete-zone again, and that meant also eating like one. He’d had a healthy breakfast, he’d been drinking nothing but water all day, and later he’d eat a healthy lunch. He had been running and working out regularly, even through the depression—it was the only thing that gave him peace—but he hadn’t been fueling his body like he should, and he could feel the difference. It was time to get serious, and to take back the things that mattered to him. It was time to become the new-and-better Hunter, and running was pretty much the only thing he cared to carry over from his old self. Running and being a part of the team was an anchor for him, something he knew how to navigate and which grounded him. 
If he didn’t make the team, he wasn’t sure what he’d do.
His Chemistry class ended and he packed up his stuff and headed out into the hallway, where he pulled out the map for a quick glance. He hated to do that—it felt like such a freshman thing to do—but the campus was a bit confusing and he needed to find his classes. He moved to the side out of the flow of passersby and checked the map as inconspicuously and quickly as he could. Then, having gotten his bearings, he shoved it back into his backpack and stepped out into the flow of students walking down the corridor. 
He checked his watch. He had about three minutes to make it to Physics, which was in this wing but still quite a way down the corridor, and he was stuck behind a girl wearing a huge backpack and walking very slowly. He slowed his pace so as not to bump into her, then took the first break in the students walking the opposite direction to try to move around the girl. Just as he started to pass her, he glanced back and hesitated. She was petite, about his age, and that giant backpack looked like it was about to crush her. She was plodding along under the weight of it, and he wondered whether he should offer to carry it for her so that she could get wherever she was going more easily. He had just decided to offer when her eyes lit up and she smiled, lifting her hand in a wave.
Hunter instinctively raised his hand to wave back, then flushed as he realized she was looking past him. 
Before he could turn to see who she’d been waving at, a girl with long, wavy brown hair ran past him, calling out a bright, “Sorry!” as her shoulder brushed against him. She crashed into the girl with the large backpack, embracing her in an exuberant hug.
Hunter realized he was standing stupidly in the middle of the hallway, a delta parting the river of students rushing past. And he was also about to be late to class. He turned to leave, but just as he did, the girl released her friend from the hug and turned slightly, putting her full face in Hunter’s view.
He gasped. She was beautiful, but it was more than that. There was an energy coming off of her, like pure life swirling in warm waves. It was in her smile, in her eyes framed with glasses that suited her perfectly, in her free laugh and in the excited movement of her hands as she gestured in conversation with her friend. This girl—there was just something about her that made Hunter feel as though a hammer had slammed into his chest and now his heart couldn’t quite catch back up to the right rhythm. 
Suddenly he realized he was still standing in the middle of the hallway. He shook his head and turned away from the girl. He instantly felt a pang of regret, but he shrugged it off. He had to get to class, and besides, she had been talking with her friend. What would he have done? Walked up and interrupted them? That was definitely not his style, even on his braver days. No, he would just have to hope he’d see her around, and maybe he would eventually get a chance to meet her properly. 
Even as he thought it, he lectured himself. He hadn’t come here to meet girls. In fact, he’d been quite firm on the decision that the first semester was to be purely for cross-country, school, and working. His heart wasn’t ready for a relationship, or even for playing at romance. He had been hurt too badly, and he wasn’t ready to open up to anyone yet, not in that way. Maybe never—hopefully not never?—but definitely not right now.
And yet, this girl… there was something about her that called to him, in spite of his better judgment.
He’d think through it all later and hopefully talk himself out of it. For now, he had to get to class.
Class. 
He had been so caught up in his thoughts he had passed the right classroom and was now all the way down at the other end of the corridor. He spun around, glancing at his watch. He had thirty seconds to get to class. He ran.
He burst into the classroom just in time to see the professor shuffling papers, getting ready to begin. The class had settled into an expectant hush, and Hunter felt eyes on him as he moved his way down the aisle toward the few open seats at the front of the room. He would have rather sat toward the back, but those seats all seemed—
His mind fumbled. In the rows behind him, there had been several faces that turned upward to watch him pass but he noticed only one—her. The girl. She was in this class. She must have finished talking with her friend and slipped in moments before him, while he was wandering the halls like an idiot. But she was here—in this class. His heart raced but he fought it down, chastising himself for letting one girl—not even anyone he knew, a complete stranger!—affect him so strongly. What was wrong with him? He knew nothing about this girl, and she meant nothing to him. And yet, he was keenly aware of her eyes watching the back of his head as he moved down the aisle. He turned all his concentration to walking forward without tripping.
He made it into a seat just in time, and the professor began speaking. He listened, taking notes as needed, but thoughts of that girl fought their way into his mind endlessly.
By the end of class, he had decided one thing—he needed to talk to her. He knew it didn’t make sense, and it was against everything he’d told himself he would do his first semester at this new college, but he would go crazy if he didn’t at least introduce himself and get her name.
As soon as class ended, Hunter shoved his notebook and pen into his backpack and pushed his way up the aisle, his eyes searching the back rows.
She was gone. 
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Chapter 2
Sean


Sean Martin sat on a bench in the hallway of the science building, watching. He was always watching, looking for interesting things and people, noticing what they said and did. He had his shades pulled down, and his legs folded up on the bench with a book in his lap. His tilted his face down, so that to anyone who walked by, he would seem to be reading. But he was watching—through the top of his sunglasses. 
He saw rows of people slide by. Some of them fast, some slow, some fat and laboring, some average and boring, some good-looking and some ugly. Then he saw her.
There was nothing that special about her. She was kinda on the short side, average build, wavy brown hair. She had glasses, which was interesting but nothing remarkable. But she moved with energy, a sort of bouncing motion that Sean found appealing. He watched. The girl ran toward another girl in the hallway and threw her arms around her. So they were friends. Interesting. But the second girl was nothing to take notice of. 
The first girl gestured with animated hands, excited. Sean liked her enthusiasm. He watched. Her face was pretty, but it was her passion that brought it to life. She was like dancing fire. She was like sparks and supernova starlight. She was exactly the kind of girl Sean needed for his wall.
He raised his phone, holding it up in front of his face as if checking a message, then opened his camera app and zoomed in. He could see her, closer now, her eyes lit up with her conversation. He snapped a picture and brought his phone down, disappointed. The picture hadn’t captured her energy. They never did. But he liked the way he’d caught her lips half-open, partway between speaking and smiling. The picture wasn’t as good as watching her in person, but he would add it to the wall anyway, for the times when she wasn’t nearby.
Sean’s eyes snapped to the left. He wasn’t the only person watching. There was a guy standing in the hallway behind the girl, staring. 
How dare he stare at her like that? Sean thought. She clearly didn’t want him to. She was ignoring him. But the guy looked at her like... like he thought she was special. Like he thought he had a right to look at her. 
This was wrong. 
Sean had seen her first. 
She was his.
Sean slid off the bench, slipping the book into his pocket. He didn’t have a backpack with him; he didn’t intend to study today. Today was for watching. 
But he did have a class, and if he didn’t show up the first day, he would be dropped from it. He didn’t need his parents giving him grief about that again. He walked down the hallway toward the room he’d read on his schedule earlier, where his Physics class was about to start.
The girl moved in the same direction. Sean kept a few steps behind, making sure to keep people between them. She reached the Physics room and turned in. She was in the same class! Sean couldn’t believe his luck. He didn’t plan on coming to class much, of course, but at least he’d know where to find her when he wanted to. Sean slipped in and took a seat on the opposite side of the room. It was good not to get too close. 
More people filed in behind him, finding seats.
A moment later, the door opened again and someone walked in—the guy from the hallway. He was glancing around stupidly, trying to find a seat. His eyes stopped on the girl in the back row and his face registered pleasure. He was glad she was in this class too. 
Sean felt anger bubble inside him as he watched the guy move past the girl and down to a seat in the front row. The guy hadn’t tried to sit near the girl, but he wasn’t fooling anybody. Sean knew he wanted the girl. Sean could see it. Maybe the guy had even moved into this class on purpose, to be near the girl.
The guy took a seat, and just then the girl looked up. 
Sean followed her gaze. She was looking at that same guy in the front row, biting her lip as she watched him settle in and pull out his books. 
No. 
No.
This was all the guy’s fault. He had made this happen. What did he want with the girl? Did he plan to follow her? Did he think he could have her? That guy, with his handsome face and tight, muscled body. Sean bet the guy believed he could have anything, anyone, whatever he wanted. What did he want with this girl? Was he going to deceive her and charm her and break her heart? 
The girl needed protecting. She didn’t even know it yet, but she did. Sean would watch out for her. He would keep an eye on the arrogant jerk who thought he could own her; he would make sure she was safe.
Sean would protect her.

      [image: ]Sean headed home after Physics class, grateful that his mother had insisted he only register as a part-time student. He didn’t have to hang on campus all day, trudging from room to room. There would be more classes tomorrow, but for today, he was heading home. He was glad. He had things to do. 
Sean slipped into his small apartment and shut the door behind him. The sun filtered through the closed blinds and slashed thin stripes of light across his furniture and floor. The room was dim. Sean flipped on his desk lamp and sat down in his chair, pulling his phone from his pocket. He pulled a cable from his desk drawer, attached the phone to his computer, and transferred the picture he’d taken earlier. He clicked print, and listened to the satisfying hum and whirr of his printer coming to life. 
Sean tipped his head back against the top of his chair and closed his eyes, taking deep, slow breaths to match the rhythm of the printer. He was anxious to see how the photo was coming out, but he forced himself to wait. The printer chugged onward, ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-whirrr, making its own music as it printed each segment of the photo and then slid its cartridge backward to print the next. It was soothing, but Sean was anxious. He wanted to be holding the picture in his hands. He wanted to be holding her in his hands.
Finally, there was a click and swoosh as the printer pushed out the final part of the page. Sean rose calmly from his chair, forcing himself to measure his steps to the printer. He lifted the image from the edges so as not to spread the ink, and looked at it.
It was perfect. The shot framed the girl’s face and shoulders, her brown hair spilling down past the bottom of the photo. Her lips were parted as though taking a breath, and her eyes were wide, lit up with the excitement of what she had been saying. 
Sean held the picture before him, taking it in. Then he walked to his closet and slid the bi-fold doors open. He pushed his jackets aside to bare the wall behind them. This was his favorite space, this little oasis, with candid snapshots of all the ones who had moved his soul. A girl had to have something special, something that caught his notice, to make it to this wall. He ran the fingers of one hand over the photos on the wall, remembering each girl. Each was special, unique. Sean turned his face away from the photo on the far left. That girl had disappointed him, hadn’t been what he’d thought she would be. He had drawn an X over her face to signify his disappointment, but he couldn’t take her picture down yet without disturbing the symmetry. He had exactly the right amount of pictures. He had needed a replacement before he could remove the disappointment. He had needed another girl.
Now he had one. Sean pulled the thumbtack loose from the crossed-out picture and let it fall to the floor, then gently tacked the new photo up in its place. There. The wall was perfect again. Sean gazed at it for a moment, then slid the jackets back into place and shut the closet.
Sean’s phone buzzed and he looked down to see a text message: 
How was your first day, sweetheart? Did you enjoy your class?
Mom. Sean would respond to her later, but first he needed to check his class emails and find out what the class entailed, how much homework, whether it seemed interesting—any info he could have in the back of his mind so that he would have something to report to his mom when she asked. And she would ask.
He opened his school email and saw that there was a message.

      [image: ]8/25/2016 4:21 PM 
From: Meghan Varner
To: Anissa Marlin & 29 others
Subject: Study Group
Hey fellow Physics students! I might be a total nerd, but I, for one, am kinda freaking out about this class. Can you believe we have an exam our FIRST WEEK?!?!? Anyway, I realized that the school email system lets me send an email to the entire class for any class I’m in, so I thought I’d give this a try. Hi, I’m Meghan, the girl with the long hair who sits in the front row; I promise I’m not a weirdo... I’d really like to get a study group together... anyone wanna join me?
I’ll be at the library at 2pm tomorrow!
Thanks,
Meghan

      [image: ]Sean knew who Meghan was. He saw her in the front row that morning in class, and intentionally looked the other way. He knew her face well. It was currently residing on the floor of his closet with an X drawn through it. 
He had seen Meghan at college orientation a few weeks ago, and she immediately captured his attention. She was beautiful, and she seemed strong. Powerful. Sean had watched her. He had taken her picture. He had given her a place on his wall.
For the entire week of orientation, he sought her out, watching her from a distance. Finally, toward the end of the week, he approached her. He planned to ask her out for coffee, just to talk to her. To learn more about her. He was hungry to know everything. 
He walked up and offered her gum, as he always did to break the ice. She accepted, and even smiled at him. But then when he asked her out for coffee, she laughed at him. She tried to play it off as a cough, but Sean had heard her. She laughed at him. She thought the idea of going out with him was ridiculous. She thought he was a joke. She apologized, said he seemed nice but just wasn’t her type, that maybe they’d have a class together and could be friends or something. But she had laughed at him, and Sean didn’t want to be her friend. Not anymore.
He had been waiting to take her face down from his wall ever since, and now he finally could. Now he had someone better to take her place.
It was okay that Meghan was in his class, because she seemed to have forgotten who he was. She hadn’t even noticed him. That was okay. That happened a lot. Sean was used to it. Besides, he had someone new now.
Sean made sure there were no emails from the professor, then deleted Meghan’s email and brought up a browser window. He wanted to do research on his new discovery, but realized he couldn’t. Not yet. He didn’t know the girl’s name.
He was still staring at his computer screen in distracted frustration when he heard another email come through. He brought up the window.

      [image: ]8/25/2016 5:34 PM 
From: Anissa Marlin
To: Megan Varner & 29 others
Re: Study Group
Hey, Megs! I totally should’ve known you’d do the mass email study group thing... I’d never have the guts to do that; you know me, I’m wayyyyyy too shy to email the whole class. I’m sure they know you’re not a weirdo, though. .... *crickets*....
J/k You know I love you!
So... anyway... seeing as we’ve known each other since kindergarten and all, do you think you could do me a favor and tell me if that hot guy in the front row has replied? You know the one, right? Piercing blue eyes, shaggy brown hair, abs you can see even through his shirt, asks questions in that smooth voice that just screams “I’m a genius and a poet“... *sigh*
ANYWAY... You know I’m not much of a studier, but if he’s coming, I’M IN. So... gimme a heads up, if you can? Email back, or, I dunno, use our old secret sign language or something. 1 for hottie’s-in or 2 for hottie’s-out. I know we don’t hang out much anymore but... you owe me, right? ;) You know what for.
Hugs,
Nissa

      [image: ]Sean read back through the email. He recognized the girl’s description of the “genius-poet.” It was the guy. The one who planned to steal the girl. And from the girl’s description of herself in the email, Sean knew it had to be the same girl. His girl.
Sean felt fury rise in his chest again. His girl would not be led astray by some idiot stud with chiseled abs. She was better than that. 
Sean didn’t blame her—she was only human, and too pure and innocent to see what that guy was planning. She thought he was just a cute “genius-poet” with a handsome face. It wasn’t her fault. 
But Sean knew better. Sean could see the guy’s schemes. And he would not let him get away with them.
Sean took a few deep breaths, calming himself. He needed to think. Focus. Besides, at least one good thing had come from the email... Sean now knew the girl’s name. Anissa. Nissa.
A few minutes later, more emails started coming into his inbox. Sean read the first couple.

      [image: ]8/25/2016 5:40 PM 
From: Bridget Cawthon
To: Anissa Marlin & 29 others
Re: Study Group
Oh. My. Word.

      [image: ]8/25/2016 5:44 PM 
From: Matthew Davis
To: Anissa Marlin & 29 others
Re: Study Group
Okayyyy.... That was awkward. By the way, uh... Anissa, is it? I think the guy’s name is Hunter. He’s in one of my other classes. I’m rooting for you! LOL

      [image: ]The guy’s name was Hunter. Hunter and Anissa. Two names, one of a devil in disguise and one of a goddess walking the earth. 
Names made a difference. Sean whispered them, storing them in his mind. He did not write names down, or add them to the wall. Names were special, only to be spoken. Names had power.
But Sean now also knew something else. The class was responding to Anissa’s email, the one she had accidentally made public. Anissa would be humiliated. She could be crying all alone somewhere, even now. The thought made Sean quiver with rage. How dare someone hurt her? How dare they?
But no, it wasn’t really their fault. They were just reacting. No, the source, the cause of this whole problem, was the guy. Hunter.
Hunter was the reason Anissa sent that email.
Hunter was the reason Anissa was hurting. 
Hunter would pay.
Sean wanted to stop reading the class emails, but he knew ignoring them wouldn’t be fair to Anissa. She needed a protector, and how could he protect her if he wasn’t fully informed? He hated it, but he had to read the emails these annoying people were sending. He had to stay in-the-know. 
But as Sean read the class emails, he grew angrier.

      [image: ]8/25/2016 5:46 PM 
From: Leslie Brown
To: Anissa Marlin & 29 others
Re: Study Group
Hey, Anissa, you’re the short girl with glasses who sits in the back, right? Don’t worry; you’re not the only one who thinks he’s hot. Hey, Genius-Poet, if you’re reading this, CALL ME!!!!!!

      [image: ]8/25/2016 5:50 PM 
From: Stacy Watkins
To: Anissa Marlin & 29 others
Re: Study Group
Only the first day of classes and already I can see this is going to be a GREAT year. LOL

      [image: ]8/25/2016 5:55 PM 
From: Anissa Marlin
To: Meghan Varner & 29 others
Re: Study Group
Okay guys... haha, very funny.
Look, I’m really sorry... you have no idea how embarrassing this is for me. But, I mean... it was a joke, clearly!
Okay, fine, it wasn’t a joke and I know you all know it. But...
Ugh. I’m just gonna go hide in a cave now.
Seriously, I’m switching classes; please don’t email me anymore.
Thanks,
Anissa

      [image: ]They were mocking Anissa. Couldn’t they see they were hurting her? Couldn’t they see how vulnerable and scared she sounded? What was wrong with these people? 
And Hunter. Hunter. This whole thing was his fault. Why was he not defending her? Why was he not speaking up and putting all these people in their places? 
Sean couldn’t take any more. He shut his laptop. He would read more later, but for now, he needed to sleep. 

      [image: ]The next day, Sean felt an overwhelming need to check on Anissa. She could be hurting, scared, alone, crying. She could be falling right into Hunter’s arms, helpless prey to his evil schemes. She was so vulnerable. Sean had to be sure she was safe. 
He waited until the next Physics class and then stood outside the building, waiting for her to come out. 
He followed her. 
She headed to her dorm—he knew where she lived now; that would be good in case she needed his help another time. 
He waited outside for her there. He spent his time leaning against a tree, shades pulled down, book in his lap, watching. There were lots of other girls walking in and out of the dorm, but none like her. They all paled in comparison.
Finally, she came back out. 
Sean saw her before she was even all the way out the door, and he rose casually. He ambled in her direction. He didn’t want to scare her. He just wanted to talk.
She paused on the sidewalk, digging in her purse. He saw his chance, and walked up.
“Hi,” he said.
She jumped, and looked up. “Oh, hi.” She smiled. “Do I know you?”
“Want some gum?” Sean asked. He held out a silver-wrappered stick of it.
“Um, no thanks,” Anissa said. “I’ve got to go. Bye!” She gave him a quick smile and turned away, moving down the sidewalk.
Sean didn’t follow. He simply watched. He watched her reach the end of the sidewalk, turn, and head for the parking lot. He watched her approach a small car and open it. A Hyundai. She got in.
Sean slid the stick of gum back into his pocket. She hadn’t wanted to talk, but Sean didn’t blame her. After all, she was going through a lot. The people in class were making fun of her. It was probably hard for her to know who to trust.
But she had been nice to him, polite. That was her good heart. Sean could see it. She was sweet and pure and delicate, and probably so hurt and scared by everything that was happening.
That was okay. Sean would watch over her. 
He wouldn’t let anyone hurt her.
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Chapter 3
Hunter


Hunter raced onto the field, ten minutes late to practice. How could I have been so stupid? The rest of the team was already stretching, so Hunter jogged up and dropped down to match them.
“Dresson, right?” the coach yelled. “You’re late!”
Hunter cringed. “Sorry, coach,” he called back, still stretching. “It won’t happen again.”
The coach mumbled something and resumed calling out the slow ten-counts for the stretches.
It wouldn’t happen again, Hunter would make sure of it. He couldn’t believe he’d even let it happen in the first place. He’d determined to make a good first impression, to prove he was valuable and secure his spot on the team, and then he went and threw all that out for what? For a girl… and even worse, a girl who was a complete stranger. He didn’t even know her name. But… that had been the point, hadn’t it? 
He had barreled out of class looking for her, and when she was nowhere in sight, he chose a direction and wandered, hoping to find her. He wandered for about 20 minutes before he finally remembered that he hadn’t brought his running clothes with him; he had planned to head home immediately after class to change.
He ran for his car, sped home, grabbed his shoes and threw on some running clothes, but by that point he’d already blown it—he was going to be late. It wasn’t until he was actually in the car driving that he realized the whole thing had been pointless anyway. She was in his class! He could just introduce himself the next time he saw her. Unless she dropped the class and he never saw her again. People dropped classes the first week all the time, for a variety of reasons—it wasn’t a good fit, it didn’t work with their schedule, or they decided to take something else instead. The thought that she might drop the class felt like a boulder sinking down into his stomach. He had pulled up to a stoplight and let his head fall onto the steering wheel. “What’s wrong with me?!?!“ He was falling to pieces over a girl with whom he’d never even spoken.
A honk from behind him made him sit up suddenly. The light was green. He drove.
Now he was at practice late, and already starting off on the wrong foot.
He had ruined his first impression, and he didn’t even have a good explanation for it. It didn’t even make sense to himself. He was obsessing over some girl he had only seen for a few seconds, and why? Because he’d just felt something when he saw her? This was not the fresh start he’d imagined for himself. And yet, the sight of her had felt like an awakening, like the possibility of something that he’d never felt before, not even with Brooke.
“Dresson!” the coach called again. “Fall into line! Stretching time is over!”
Hunter looked up and noticed that his teammates were already trailing off to line up outside the gate of the track. He’d been so engrossed in his thoughts that he hadn’t even noticed.
That’s it. He was going crazy. 
Could this day get any worse?
The coach split the runners into pairs and had them get into a line. The pair in the front were to start the run, and the other pairs could break out from the line and try to take the lead at will. Whoever was in front would set the pace for everyone else. 
Hunter knew no one, but he ended up paired with a guy who seemed nice enough. The guy acted at ease, and Hunter guessed he must be an older student, someone who’d been on the team for a while. 
When Hunter introduced himself between breaths on the run, he found out the guy was named Brian. 
He and Brian were well-matched for running together. Brian kept pace with Hunter easily, and even smiled and sped up his pace when he saw Hunter speed up. When Hunter pulled ahead and burst for the front of the pack, Brian stayed right beside him, falling back only a half-step to let Hunter take the lead. His presence felt like support, not a challenge—like Brian had his back. It felt like teamwork. 
Hunter felt a rush of nostalgia for his old team, for his friends, for the way they had pushed each other and made each other better. 
He glanced at Brian and Brian smiled back. 
Hunter’s feet were pounding the pavement, his breath coming smooth and even. He had found his stride and he was leading the pack now, with Brian a hair behind him. Hunter could see the coach out of the corner of his eye, running up to the front of the pack and then back to check on the runners in the rear of the line. The coach was running double what the rest of them were running, with all his back-and-forth, but he barely seemed winded. Hunter felt a sudden glow of respect—any coach able and willing to do that must be a good coach. He had seemed gruff before, but so had Hunter’s coach at the other school, at first, and Hunter had ended up loving him. 
The coach pulled up beside Hunter and Brian, matching their pace, and signaled for Hunter to turn around. It was time to head back to the school. 
As the coach pulled away, Hunter saw him glance at Brian, who raised an eyebrow and grinned, and then they both looked at Hunter. The coach gave Hunter a quick smile before jogging away back down the line.
Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad at this new school after all.
When they got back to the school and began walking for cool-down, Hunter realized he had forgotten his water bottle in his rush to get to practice. He headed toward the water fountain, and Brian jogged over.
“You’ve got a strong kick,” he said. “We could use that in the relay.” 
Hunter looked up, wiping the water from his mouth. “Thanks,” he said, surprised. “I’d love to be in the relay. Is there a spot open?”
“It’s the first day,” Brian said, taking another drink from his water bottle. “You can have any spot you want… if you can earn it.”
Hunter smiled. “So the coach doesn’t already have people in mind? Ours usually did.”
Brian’s mouth curled up into a smirk. “Coach is tough, but he’s fair. The spots go to whoever fits best. We’re a tight-knit team, but we all get a little competitive when it gets close to Regionals. Coach encourages it; he says we sharpen each other. But something tells me you don’t mind a challenge.”
Hunter nodded. He opened his mouth to agree, but Brian suddenly looked distracted, his gaze fixed on something behind Hunter.
Hunter turned to see what had caught Brian’s attention. His heart sputtered, halted, then sped into a hammering beat. It was her. Her.
Brian looked over at Hunter and gave an apologetic smile. “Sorry man; I have to go. The lady awaits.”
Hunter’s throat went dry. “Oh,” he said. “She’s your—“
“Yep,” Brian said. “My sister. And she hates it when I’m late.” 
Hunter’s mouth fell open. “Your—“ 
But Brian was already jogging away, grabbing his bag from against the fence before heading over to punch the girl affectionately on the shoulder. She shoved him back, smiling, and then they turned around the corner of the building, out of sight.
“Sister,” Hunter muttered to himself. He wandered over to where the rest of the team had scattered around the track, some of them stretching and others talking or gathering their things to leave. Hunter shook his head to clear it, and began stretching his legs.
He heard footsteps approach, and a gruff voice said, “You and Brian ran well together. You seemed to challenge each other.”
Hunter straightened, meeting the coach’s face. “Thanks.” 
“You know a runner needs to be strong on his own, but we’re all stronger when we have a solid teammate to push us to our best,” the coach said. 
“Yeah,” Hunter replied, feeling hope spread a little inside him. 
The coach met his eyes with a steady gaze, as if evaluating him, then nodded once. “Be here on time tomorrow, and I’ll let you show me what you can do.”
“Yes sir,” Hunter said, nodding back.
The coach turned, searching the track with his eyes. “Did Brian leave already? That sister of his never gives him time to stretch.”
“Uh, yeah,” Hunter said. “He said she didn’t want him to be late, and he had to go.”
The coach chuckled. “Anissa’s a sweet girl. She just doesn’t like to be late to her job, and she’s Brian’s ride home until his car gets fixed. Anyway, I’m interrupting your stretching. Carry on. See you here, on time, tomorrow.”
“Yeah,” Hunter said. “See you tomorrow.” 
Tomorrow suddenly seemed like a lot to look forward to.
The coach had given Hunter a shot to prove himself, to stay on the team, even though he’d been late. Brian seemed like the first possibility for a friend Hunter had met at this school. And the girl—she was Brian’s sister, and would be here to pick Brian up the next few days. Physics class or not, Hunter would see her. 
He would see Anissa. 
He finally knew her name.

      [image: ]Hunter arrived home from practice excited but starving. He still hadn’t been to the store, so he called in an order for a sandwich—which he thought was probably a little healthier than pizza—fed Bruno, then hopped in the shower. He would eat and then go to the store, so that tomorrow he could have some healthier eating options. He was ready to dive in to the new-and-improved Hunter, the one that was every bit as healthy as the old Hunter, only better and smarter and wiser. 
Wiser. Hunter grimaced. He wasn’t exactly doing well on that point so far, was he? He had made a fool of himself over some girl he didn’t even know, and although no one but him knew it, well—he knew it. And he couldn’t quite understand it. 
He had made this move to get away from drama, to put heartbreak and relationships behind him. He had spent the last few months alone, trying to figure out who he was in the aftermath of his broken relationship and broken trust and so many damaged friendships, and it had been a long, hard path, but he was finally feeling good about who he was and who he could become. He had hope for the first time in months. And now—one look at a girl and he was dropping everything to find her and ask her name? What was wrong with him?
The doorbell rang just as Hunter was getting out of the shower, so he threw a towel around himself and answered the door. The delivery person seemed a little uncomfortable, but politely took his payment and gave him his sandwich and left. 
Hunter shut the door and sat down at the table to eat, his hair still dripping water from the shower.
As he ate, he thought through the day’s events again. Part of him wanted to forget his resolution to avoid relationships this first semester, and at least go talk to this girl, to meet her and see what she was like. But the rest of him screamed danger at the thought of that. What if he ended up liking her? Was he ready to get pulled in again, to be involved with a girl who may or may not even return his feelings, to open up to someone and really get to know them and let them know him in return? 
No. The answer to that was no. He wasn’t ready.
Maybe he could just get to know her as a friend?
He quickly shot that one down. If his reaction to seeing her in the hallway was any indication, his heart would be running away with him after their first conversation. 
But maybe it would help to talk to her. Maybe it was the curiosity, the not-knowing, that had her so much on his mind. Maybe he would talk to her and then find that she was mundane and boring, a nice girl but nothing special?
He rejected that idea, too. There was just something about her that made him certain he would like her instantly… and he didn’t think he could take the strain of wondering how much he liked her and if she possibly liked him, too. And he certainly couldn’t handle the strain of learning she didn’t like him and having to deal with his own one-sided feelings. He just wasn’t ready for that, not yet.
The safest thing to do was to avoid her and put her as far from his thoughts as possible. He would see her at practice in passing and in class, but there was no reason he ever had to talk to her or make anything more of it than he already had. He wasn’t too far in—no one but him even know that he’d reacted so strongly at the sight of her. All he had to do was let it go.
Yes, he would let it go. He didn’t want to be alone forever, but for this semester, being alone was best. He could focus on school, maybe have a few friends on the cross-country team, but then just go to work and keep to himself outside of that. He didn’t need anything more, not now. He didn’t need anything complicated.
Hunter finished his food and threw away the trash, then headed to his bedroom to get dressed for going to the store. Before heading out, he grabbed his phone to check his emails in case his professors had sent information on any supplies he’d need to get for the next day. He logged into his student email account, and there was one message in his inbox.
It was from some girl named Meghan about a study group. Hunter definitely did not want to be a part of any study group. He tapped delete immediately, but before he could set down his phone, another message popped in.
This one was from some girl confessing a crush on a guy in Physics. She clearly hadn’t meant for it to go to the whole class. Hunter nearly dropped the phone. His heart raced in embarrassment for this girl. Had she not realized she sent this message to the whole class? And whoever that guy was, he was probably going to be pretty embarrassed by this, too. Wait, did the “From” name say…. 
Anissa. Anissa? Hunter’s heart took a swan-dive. He felt a twinge of jealousy, covered immediately by shock and anger at himself that he would even care that Anissa thought some other guy in the class was hot. Besides, there could be more than one Anissa, right? And even if it was the same Anissa, what did it matter? She was off-limits to him, even to his thoughts; he had already decided. He was not going to do this to himself this semester. 
His phone dinged as another message came in. And another. And another.
The other students in the class were replying—they had all seen her email. And they were… they were making fun of her.
Hunter felt his stomach knot up with both sympathy and anger. He knew all too well what it was like to have everyone around you mocking you for some stupid mistake you’d made. His mistake had been ignorance that his girlfriend and best friend had been cheating behind his back, but hers—hers was a simple email. Why couldn’t the people in this class just let it go? What was wrong with them?
And the worst part was that Hunter knew nothing he could do about it. Anissa would be humiliated. 
If it was him, he’d probably drop the class and try to forget it ever happened. 
Whoever this guy she liked was, maybe he’d be nice about it. Maybe he’d reach out and let her know she didn’t have to be embarrassed. Hunter hoped the guy would. That might make it at least a little easier for Anissa.
Hunter scrolled down through the messages from the class, which were dinging one after the other now, and suddenly one caught his eye…

      [image: ]8/25/2016 5:44 PM 
From: Matthew Davis
To: Anissa Marlin & 29 others
Re: Study Group
Okayyyy.... That was awkward. By the way, uh... Anissa, is it? I think the guy’s name is Hunter. He’s in one of my other classes. I’m rooting for you! LOL

      [image: ]Wait. The hot guy in the front row she was talking about… the hot guy was… him? Hunter sat down right where he was, right in the middle of his living room. 
Surely Matthew Davis was mistaken.
Hunter scrolled back up to the initial message. Blue eyes, brown hair… abs? He looked down, where his grey t-shirt rested against his stomach. It could be him. But surely there were lots of guys in the class who fit that description. She had said “the hot guy on the front row,” so maybe there was another guy sitting near him she could have been talking about? 
Hunter thought back to class, trying to visualize the room. He had come in late and had walked up to the front row, where there were—several empty seats. There had been one girl on the end, but the rest of the row was empty. He had been the only guy on the front row.
She was talking about him.
Crap. She was talking about him.
Hunter felt a sudden surge of anxiety, hope, excitement, anger, all crashing together. He felt as if he were whitewater-rafting down a torrent of his own emotions. He took a deep breath, then another.
Well, he had already decided what the “hot guy” in this situation would need to do… but that was before he knew it was him.
But still…
It was the right thing to do; the kind thing to do.
It was the only thing to do.
He would have to message Anissa.

      [image: ]8/25/2016 6:05 PM 
From: Hunter Dresson
To: Anissa Marlin & 29 others
Re: Study Group
Can we talk? Text me. 813-555-0162
—Hunter
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Chapter 4
Hunter


She texted him. 
At first, Hunter was handling the conversation well. He just said “Hi” and then told her she didn’t have to feel bad about the email, and then... 
He lost it. For some reason he couldn’t explain to himself, he just started texting her in a flood. 
Maybe it was how embarrassed he knew she must be. Maybe it was how vulnerable she seemed. Or maybe it was simply that no matter how much he tried to deny it, he was aching for someone to be open with, to let in.
Regardless, it happened. He texted her—over-texted her, he was sure—and shared that he knew what it was like to regret something, and he didn’t want her to have to regret this. He told her that as far as he was concerned, there was nothing to regret because everything was fine. Before he even realized it, he had sent three texts in a row.
Then he waited, regretting all his messages about regret but unable to unsend them.
She responded with a simple “Thanks,” and he was certain he had overdone it. Or had he? Maybe she really did appreciate what he had said?
He had no way of knowing. 
He sent an awkward “See you in class” and then spent the next few days of class trying not to look at her. He didn’t know if he’d see friendliness or discomfort or mockery or something else, and he wasn’t ready to find out.
During that time, the class emails stopped. It began to seem he could put the whole thing behind him. He had done his part to lessen Anissa’s embarrassment. Now he could force himself to forget about her again, and get on with his semester as planned, carving out his new-and-better life.
But, some days, he couldn’t quite put her out of his mind. He went to class and practice on weekdays, work on the weekends, and in between he came home—again and again and again. He liked his job at the Radio & Tech store well enough. It was a little mindless, but he liked learning about electronics and he didn’t really mind dealing with customers. He was doing well academically so far, and none of his classes were too difficult. It was all going well, but there was something missing. 
As his mind drifted on the drive from school to home or while ringing out a customer’s prepaid phone at work, he found himself wondering whether isolating himself was really the best decision. And at home, with his Xbox and his cat and the furniture that spoke of his parents’ concern for him... well, some nights, he couldn’t quite sleep—lots of nights, actually.
That lack of sleep could be why he dozed off in Physics class on the day the professor was giving out study-guide notes for their next exam. He woke up as students were packing up their things, and realized he needed to know what he had missed. Maybe he could email someone from class? Then he realized—if that email chain was any indication, pretty much everyone in the class was a jerk. 
Everyone, that was, except Anissa.
So, he emailed her, and tried not to let himself feel hopeful about it. After all, it wasn’t to pursue anything with her, it was to get the notes he needed to study for the exam.
She emailed back quickly with the notes... and with an offer to study together over the phone, since the test was the next day and there wasn’t time to meet in person.
Hunter hesitated. He couldn’t quite bring himself to talk to her on the phone, but he really could use help studying. He emailed back, offering to text-study instead.
Text-study? He felt like an idiot—that was a dumb way to study, wasn’t it? But he supposed they could text each other questions and try to answer them, like interactive flashcards. And it would mean he could keep a bit of distance. Anissa wouldn’t have to hear the nervousness in his voice or his hesitation as he tried to figure out what to say to her. Yes, texting was good. It would work.
She agreed. And she told him he could call her “Nissa.”
Why are you so excited about this? Hunter chided himself. Get a grip. It’s just texting. It’s only studying. It’s just her saying to call her by the name her friends call her; it doesn’t mean anything.
It felt like it meant something. He pushed the feelings down.
They texted. They studied. They messaged back and forth for several hours. Any time the conversation began to drift into anything besides studying, Hunter directed it back to the class notes. It took a lot of effort on his part, not because Anissa was trying to go off-task, but because it was so easy to converse with her. He wanted to ask more about her, to question what she meant by certain comments, to find out what she was thinking. He shut those feelings down and forced himself to focus. Class. Work. Running. New-and-better Hunter. That was all he was going to allow himself this semester. That, and nothing more.
She emailed him later to thank him, saying the studying helped her, too. 
He responded briefly, agreeing that it helped and saying he’d see her in class. And without much thought, he included a friendly joke at the end of the email asking her to be careful to get a few wrong on the test so she didn’t ruin the curve. 
She emailed back again, and...was that...was she... flirting? 
Ignore it. Push it down.
In class the next day, she grinned and headed right for him. 
He gave her a small wave and smile, then buried his face in his textbook as if he were doing last-minute studying. He watched from the corner of his eye as her grin faded and she turned off, finding a seat a few rows back. Hunter breathed out in a rush, feeling both relief and regret. Just get through the test. He could talk to her after class—nothing too friendly, just a brief hello so that things wouldn’t be awkward.
That never happened; by the time he finished his exam, she had already turned hers in and gone.
The awkwardness of that day’s interaction lingered around him like a haze, making it even more difficult to talk to her the next time he saw her in class. And the next. And the next. Soon, a week had gone by, and he was avoiding her gaze and feeling like a complete coward. 
Where was the new-and-better Hunter? This didn’t feel new or better. Burying his feelings, avoiding people he might actually care for, not knowing who to trust—it was like his old life starting over.
And then, she emailed again.

      [image: ]9/9/2016 6:27 PM 
From: Anissa Marlin
To: Hunter Dresson
Subject: Study?
Hey Hunter! So... since we have a test coming up on Monday, do you want to do another text study session over the weekend? I know I could use the help!
Also, I heard you’re on the soccer team. You never mentioned it before, but you guys had a game tonight, right? (Is it a game? Match? Tournament? Sorry! I don’t really know sports lingo.)
Anyway, how did it go?
—Nissa

      [image: ]Anissa wanted to do another study session, but she was willing to still do it in text. That wasn’t so bad. And she didn’t seem to feel any awkwardness over how he had avoided her. Or maybe she was trying to move past it. After all, he was the only person in the class, probably, who she trusted to be nice to her after all those group emails. 
But then she had asked about soccer, as if she wanted to know more about him. 
What was this feeling rising in his chest, that small flicker alongside his curiosity of wondering if she meant something more? He didn’t actually play soccer, but that was beside the point.  Maybe—maybe she was still attracted to him as she’d said in her first email and was trying to break the ice and actually get to know him?
No, he was being ridiculous. She was just being friendly. It wasn’t a personal question, it was small-talk. She was just trying to be nice.
And yet—
The thought sent a flood of warmth through Hunter’s brain, down into his chest, filling up his lungs, like a door opening to let in a rush of sun and warm, summer air. He knew that feeling. It was hope. 
He panicked, and slammed that internal door shut. Hard. 
Without giving himself a moment to think, he wrote back immediately. 
You seem like a nice girl, so please don’t take this the wrong way, but... I’m more of a lone studier. That first time was helpful since I’d missed class, but... Study groups aren’t really my thing. Sorry.
He regretted it the moment he sent
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