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CHAPTER 1:
New Teacher at Manhattan High
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Seventeen-year-old Gloria Hartnell had spent her life in the heart of Manhattan, attending Manhattan High for her teenage years. At the moment, she was in her second-period English class. The clock ticked five minutes past the start of class, yet their teacher, Miss Strider, was nowhere to be seen.

Finally, the door swung open, and Miss Strider arrived in a flurry, looking flustered. The young African American woman strode to the front of the classroom, weaving through the rows of desks. ‘What a morning!’ she exclaimed, brushing a strand of long black hair from her large brown eyes. ‘I’ll tell you, if any of you ever become teachers, don’t get sick. It’ll only make your life more stressful.’

A ripple of chuckles passed through the class, but many of the boys were too busy staring. Miss Strider was undeniably one of the most attractive teachers in school, often the subject of whispered fantasies. With her girl-next-door looks, striking figure, and vibrant presence, she commanded attention without even trying.

‘I can’t believe this,’ she continued, shaking her head. ‘They’ve assigned me a student-teacher to mentor. As if I didn’t already have enough on my plate!’

‘A student-teacher?’ one boy spoke up. ‘Male or female?’

‘Male.’

Gloria couldn’t help but ask, ‘Is he cute?’

Miss Strider threw her hands in the air. ‘I’ve no idea. I haven’t even met him yet because I didn’t get in until 30 minutes ago. It’s been one thing to deal with after the other. Now he’s going to be turning up here in a few minutes and I’m not prepared. I’m going to look like an incompetent moron.’

‘You need a massage, Miss Strider?’ asked one of the boys.

‘No thank you,’ she replied with a weary sigh.

Another of the girls spoke up. ‘What if the new student teacher is hot? Will you take a massage from him?’

Miss Strider rolled her eyes but allowed herself a wry smile. ‘As if I should be so lucky! Okay, do me a favour. Get out a book and read for a bit. I just need to get some things done before the new teacher gets here, which will be any time now.’ 

She stood there for a moment and closed her eyes as if trying to gather herself. 

She shuddered.

‘Are you okay, Miss Strider?’ Gloria asked, concerned at her state. ‘You look kind of freaked.’

‘I’m fine,’ Miss Strider replied, although her voice betrayed her nerves. She hesitated, then added, ‘It’s just... with everything that’s been happening lately, I feel so uneasy. Three teachers murdered in as many weeks...it’s hard not to worry who might be next.’ 

‘No one would want to kill you, Miss,’ said one boy.

‘Well I would have said the same about Mr Collins too, but he was murdered.’

‘Yeah, his head being ducked into a bowl of acid,’ said another boy with a certain amount of glee in his voice. ‘Nasty.’

‘Enough! I don’t want to be reminded of that. I only just found out this morning that Mr Sowers was the third murdered. I just wish the police would find out who’s responsible.’

Gloria shuddered. She’d heard about Mr Sowers’ murder. His head was crushed by a barbell in the school gym. The thought of it sickened her. What if the killer targeted students next?

Miss Strider sat down at her desk and manoeuvred some papers around, but continually glanced up at the clock on the wall and the door to the classroom. 

‘Hey,’ said one boy after about a minute. ‘Maybe the murderer is that creepy new janitor.’

‘Who, the big huge fat guy?’ asked another.

‘Yeah, him.’

‘He’s only been here since Monday, you moron.’

‘Yeah, but he’s not all there. Thinks he’s a teacher when really he’s only a stupid janitor. Who’s he trying to kid? And he’s always eating and asking if people have any food. Yesterday I saw him rummaging through a rubbish bin pulling stuff out.’

‘Gross,’ said Gloria, disgusted at the thought. ‘I think he’s mentally challenged or something.’

Miss Strider spoke up. ‘Being odd isn’t a crime and if he was only employed at the beginning of the week, then he’s not likely to be the murderer.’

‘Have you seen him yet, Miss Strider?’ Gloria asked. 

‘No. Sounds like I don’t want to.’

One of the guys scoffed. ‘Yeah, there’s already too many weirdoes in this school. Like Mr Schultz.’

‘Yeah, Mr Shits,’ joked another.

‘Oh, come on,’ said Miss Strider. ‘He may be eccentric and a little cantankerous, but he’s okay.’

‘Someone should kill him!’

Their teacher jerked upright and shot him a frown. ‘Hey! No, don’t you dare say that. If he really was targeted you’d feel really bad later.’

‘Yeah,’ said Gloria. ‘And you’d be the chief suspect.’

‘What about Mr Trotsky?’ asked another. ‘There’s another unpopular teacher, even with people who don’t do music.’

Some of the others agreed. 

Gloria didn’t like either guy. They were both old and grumpy, always moaning about the slightest thing. ‘Do you think the killer is a student, Miss Strider?’ she asked. ‘Or a teacher?’

‘Could be either,’ she said. ‘Maybe even someone else who’s not affiliated with the school. Nobody seems to know. So far the police haven’t been able to find anyone who’s linked in any way.’

Just then, a knock came at the door.  Miss Strider flinched and the class turned to the door expectantly.

‘Come in,’ she called, her voice tight.

The door opened, and the room fell into stunned silence. A tall, athletic man stepped inside. He had to be at least six foot three, with a muscular build, dark hair, and a neatly trimmed goatee. Gloria couldn’t help but stare, and from the wide-eyed looks of her classmates, neither could they. Then she noticed Miss Strider, whose eyes nearly popped out of her head.

‘Morning,’ the man said, his deep blue eyes sparkling as he spoke in an accent unfamiliar to Gloria. ‘I’m Seth Carter, the new student-teacher. Man, I’m not used to knocking. Back in high school, I’d just barge right in if I was late.’ He winked and flashed Miss Strider a dazzling smile, the kind that could stop traffic.

Miss Strider stood abruptly, almost knocking over her chair. ‘Oh my... you’re... you’re Seth Carter?’

‘That’s me,’ he said, walking towards her. He extended his hand, his biceps flexing under his short-sleeved shirt. ‘You must be Miss Strider.’

‘Y... yes...’ She placed her hand in his. 

Instead of shaking it, he raised it to his mouth and kissed her gently.  ‘Must be my lucky day. I don’t recall having teachers as beautiful as you when I was at school.’

Miss Strider’s cheeks flushed, and she seemed utterly lost for words.

Gloria’s friend, Daisy, gave a lovesick sigh. ‘Oh God, he is so dreamy...’ she said in a soft voice. 

‘I love his accent,’ said Gloria.

‘So do I.’

Mr Carter continued with a playful grin. ‘Actually, there were a few lovely teachers back when I was in school. One even invited me to her place after hours but she wasn’t anywhere near as gorgeous as you.’

One girl called out. ‘You’re welcome to come to my place later!’

Immediately, there was a chorus of gasps and giggles from the others in the class. 

Seth Carter turned his head to the girl who’d said it. ‘Very tempting. But I’m taken. Sorry.’

Some of the girls groaned in disappointment. Gloria nearly did too. It was just their luck that the world’s hottest teacher was married.

‘How long have you been married?’ asked one of the girls.

‘Not married,’ Carter said. ‘Just in a long-term relationship.’

‘So then someone might be able to draw you away.’

Carter chuckled. ‘That woman would have to be a goddess because my one already is.’ 

Even Miss Strider seemed to falter for a moment, a flicker of disappointment crossing her face.

‘Although, I must admit,’ Carter said and glanced at their teacher. ‘Our Miss Strider could perhaps fit the bill.’  He winked and then laughed again. ‘I’m sorry. I just couldn’t resist.’

Miss Strider jerked upright. ‘Were you like this with all your teachers when you were at school too?’

‘Only the hot ones.’

Miss Strider shook her head, but smiled, her cheeks flushed. ‘Well... Ummm, Mr Carter, why don’t you tell us something about yourself? I’m sure everyone would be keen to know more about you.’

‘Including you!’ one guy shouted out.

‘You don’t want to hear about me,’ Mr Carter said. ‘It’s all boring stuff.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘New Zealand originally.’

‘Ah, I thought it might be from someplace like that. Did—’

‘Tell us about your girlfriend,’ interrupted one girl. ‘Does she bore you?’

‘Carol!’ Miss Strider snapped. ‘That is not an appropriate question.’

Carter chuckled, unbothered. ‘She excites me every single day. You’ll get to meet her on Friday at the school social.’

‘Will you be teaching sex education?’ asked another.

‘No.’

A large number of the girls groaned.

‘Will you show us your chest?’ asked another.

‘Probably not.’

There were more groans.

‘Do you like younger women?’ asked another girl.

‘Okay, that’s enough!’ Miss Strider said. ‘I think we will keep the questions related to his professional life, not his personal life.’ She turned to him. ‘So Mr Carter, what’s your background? What made you decide to take up teaching as an occupation?’

‘Well,’ Carter began, leaning casually against the desk, ‘I was one of those students who gave my teachers a hard time, so I figured I’d see what it’s like on the other side. Oh, and I used to love sneaking into the principal’s office to make out with my girlfriends. Think I could get away with that here?’

They all burst into laughter, and even Miss Strider chuckled.

Gloria couldn’t help but wish Mr Carter was ten years younger so she could make out with him in one of the offices.

Miss Strider shook her head. ‘I somehow don’t think Mr Hooper would put up with that.’ Her eyes sparkled. Gloria could see she was completely enamoured by his charm. Gloria didn’t blame her as he just brimmed with confidence and sex appeal. 

‘So what did you do before teaching?’ Miss Strider asked. 

Seth Carter was about to reply when a disgruntled sigh came from the back of the room. One of the boys spoke. ‘Fucking hell! Do we have to hear all about this asshole?’

The room fell silent, tension thick in the air. Gloria turned to glare at Lofty. At nearly six feet tall, his name suited him. Even teachers were afraid to mess with him and he’d even punched some of them out. He was an expert in the martial arts, which made him particularly formidable and he wasn’t afraid to take advantage of those moves. 

‘Please, Lofty,’ Miss Strider said, her voice shaking slightly. ‘There’s no need for that kind of language, nor for being rude to our new teacher.’

‘Oh, shut the fuck up, Strider! I’ll talk to him any way I like!’

Mr Carter wasn’t about to stand idly by. His voice was calm, but there was a steely edge to it. ‘Who the hell do you think you are, talking to Miss Strider like that?’ 

Lofty’s eyes darkened as he shot back, ‘You can shut the fuck up too, asshole!’

Mr Carter’s expression hardened, his eyes narrowing. He was about to respond, but Miss Strider placed a gentle hand on his arm. ‘No... don’t worry about
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