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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          KARMA STRIKES AGAIN

        

      

    

    
      The tiny cart zipped down the straight, slanted track and smashed into the end. Flipped over. Crashing right into the table.

      “And it bursts into flames!” exclaimed Chase. Armed raised in blazing triumph. As if he won another nationwide fencing tournament right in here this hellhole of a physics lab. “Belching fumes of oil. Screams of the dying renting the air –”

      “Ha, ha,” said Tracy. Flashing a vanilla white smile despite her sarcastic voice. Her slender fingers plucked the plastic cart with wheels back up. Held it as carefully as a stick of fresh gum. “Zee TA iz looking our way, wise-ass.”

      “Shut up, French Fry,” Chase said, returning her smile, “You’ll jinx us.”

      Unfortunately, she was right. The scrawny geek of an Asian eyed Chase over from his scrappy throne. All the way in front of the physics lab at the table dividing the room into the good side and the bad side. Which put Chase and his team on the wrong side.

      Just like home on the Jersey Shore.

      No. The bastard was probably just suspicious of any wiry jock who cracked a joke. At least Chase kept his hair combed and cut. The other three lab groups huddled around their own table and cart track, busy wasting time on this required college course from Hell, afraid to live a little.

      Of course, having the hottest girl in the school as one of your lab partners would definitely attract attention. The blonde bombshell Tracy Snow. Six foot three inches of peachy French perfection. Her skin tight jean shorts left just enough to the imagination. Better yet, her even tighter tee shirt with the word “Anime” inside a cutesy heart was plastered over her heavenly endowed chest.

      Yup. She was a total anime geek. Ever since her last dud of a boyfriend outed her to her fellow cheerleaders she embraced her inner geek. Stopped hanging out with those shallow bitches for the most part. Starting hanging with ordinary mortals like Rick and Chase.

      Except she still only dated athletics. The last dud had been a major football star at the time. Last Chase heard, a mysterious sickness forced him to drop out. Karma strikes again.

      Too bad a mysterious sickness wouldn’t eliminate this course from Hell.

      But today gave Chase the perfect excuse to ask her out on a date.

      To an anime movie screening that he won a hard-to-get pass to. A pass she cried about not being able to get despite all her connections – you know, the internet and a credit card.

      “Too fast,” said Rick. Their resident computer assistant and Chase’s best buddy. Picked his nose sometimes but so what? Lovesick over Tracy even though he’d never admit it. The tubby guy sat by the ancient computer and fiddled with the lifeblood of the experiment. “Lower the track some.”

      “Good,” said Chase, patting the table, gotta make some noise or else it’s bad luck, “Got to keep that TA thinking we’re actually working here.”

      With the bangs and chatter from the other tables, the TA definitely didn’t hear that.

      Even though he looked at Chase again.

      Their fourth partner Stacy played with the knob on the track. As if it could go lower. Yeah, the thing was barely slanted. A good skateboard gradient. Well, if it was a sidewalk and he still skateboarded. Which had hadn’t done in ages.

      But her perky face twisted as she bent over. Giving Chase a good view of her plump boobs squeezed by her candy cane goth dress. A sight sweeter than pure sugar. Enhanced by her cherry perfume.

      And she was the only cheerleader that remained friends with Tracy. A dainty babe with red pigtails that mutilated goth into a bastardized cotton candy fun variety. Weird but cool.

      And very sexilicious.

      Especially the fact she made a gamble with Chase – the one who slept with Tracy first would get the other as a slave for a year. Yeah. A whole year. Bisexual craziness galore.

      A bet Chase would win tonight.

      Tracy didn’t need to know that gamble, though.

      Stacy plied at the knob. Squeezed it as if all her hopes and dreams depended on it.

      It didn’t budge.

      The slanted tracked remained at the same low angle. As lame as this class.

      And the TA eye groped Tracy again.

      Too bad Chase couldn’t punch him in the face.

      “It won’t go lower,” Stacy said, then glared at the computer, “Let me see that.”

      “I’ve got this,” said Rick and glanced at the TA. Probably praying for him to come over. Damn guy was too insecure to handle it himself. Poor dude.

      Their table in back at least discouraged it. Walking a dozen feet might tire the TA out. Not much of a plan but a plan, nonetheless. And as couch always said, having a plan was half the battle.

      “Uh huh,” said Tracy, cocking her head like a poor little kid from the boondocks, “Think of all zee poor families grieving over their dead sons and daughters. Deaths you could ‘ave prevented –”

      “Don’t forget their puppies,” Stacy whimpered, her hand pressed against her ample chest. Too sexy by half. “The poor things. Fido will never see Jake again. You know how Fido loved Jake, don’t you Rick?”

      Rick frowned as sour as lemons at them. A retort to their jibs stiffening his face, clearly grinding through his mind. Crawling through his all-to-thick shyness shield.

      If only he could make it into lemonade.

      Chase patted his tubby buddy’s shoulder.

      “Man, Rick,” said Chase, “Move over before these two break out the waterworks.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Rick, “TA’s heading our way.”

      “My computer!” exclaimed Stacy and darted over.

      Whizzed by Chase.

      Her boots just missing his toes. Massive cherry red boots with candy cane stockings. Big enough to crush his toes like anvils. She needed a warning label plastered on those things.

      But another computer chief about to cook their data deep-fried.

      Stacy huddled over the computer. Wedging herself between the table and Rick like a candy cane stuck in a stocking. Only a babe as slender and carefree as Stacy could have pulled it off. Poor Rick blushed deep red. The kind only the most nervous of virgins could pull off.

      When a spaceship zoom screamed through Chase’s pocket.

      His phone.

      “Another zecret mission, no?” asked Tracy. Her nectarine eyebrows arching, her cherry lips pursing. Her Frenchness in full bloom.

      Chase grabbed his phone and checked it. An avatar of a red cross inside a shield by a text message. Then it’s from Gottfried, his fencing coach. No can wait.

      He skimmed the message. Something urgent. Meet tonight right after lab. Lives depended on it.

      Yeah right. Weird way to phrase it though.

      But Chase was a fencing geek. Completely and totally. Started at the age of twelve – introduced to it through his crazy biker of an older sister. Through blood, sweat, and tears, he won his first tournament at the age of fourteen. Through excruciating pain, back-breaking practice, and sacrificing a virgin or three, he got a full four-year scholarship with room and board for it here at Ocean Isle Reef University.

      You haven’t lived until you fenced with sabers.

      But it would seriously complicate Chase’s plans tonight for Tracy if he went. But coach was coach. A scholarship, a scholarship. Hopefully, she’d understand and meet up with him later. That girl was dying to go to that anime movie screening.

      Once he asked Tracy out.

      And that required perfect timing.

      “I’d tell you but then I’d have to –” Chase began.

      Stacy twisted around.

      Pouted at him.

      Then snatched the phone out of his hand.

      “Aw,” Stacy said, pouting worse than his last goldfish before his big sis flushed it down the toilet, “It’s just his coach. Surprise practice after lab. Looks like you’ll have to kill us. Wait … what’s this?”

      Oh no.

      Chase grabbed at his phone.

      Stacy ducked back.

      Bopping into Rick.

      Dodging Chase like a slimy worm away from a hook.

      A miasma of her cherry perfume bashing him.

      Slowing him down.

      Damn chemical warfare.

      Got.

      To.

      Get.

      That.

      Phone.

      But Stacy gasped.

      “It’s a pass to the screening of Telephone Noodles the Movie!” she exclaimed.

      Half the physics lab must have looked at her she was so loud.

      But so what? Tracy’s expression was priceless. Jaw dropped. Gaping eyes. Hands over peachy cheeks. Classic. Worth a picture in itself – had he had his damn phone.

      Still it was just as Chase thought. Telephone Noodles – French Fry’s favorite anime. Paranormal craziness involving devils, angels or some such.

      “How in zee world …” the blonde bombshell said. Then put on her biggest berry blue puppy eyes. Cupped her hands against her heavenly endowed chest. “Pleaze, Zase. Take me. We’ve been friends for how long, no?”

      Zase. Her pet name for him. A silly tease on her own accent.

      Ugh. Now or never.

      Chase’s insides churned more bitter than unripe lemons. How many dates had he been on? Enough to lose count. All through high school. Even more through his two years and more at college. Yet Tracy made him feel like that most nervous of virgins again.

      Time to make some lemonade.

      “How ‘bout a date?” Chase asked.

      Knocks cracked against the table.

      The TA.

      Smelling rancid. Like he hadn’t showered in a few days.

      But Tracy mouthed a yes.

      Glanced toward the computer and their two resident data cooks.

      And added “with Stacy.”

      Her smirk staking Chase’s heart.
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        * * *

      

      Chase’s thoughts scrambled for an excuse. A reason to drop Stacy from their date. The cherry scented babe would certainly work to ruin his chances with Tracy. A bet was a bet, after all. All’s fair in love and gambling. She might even use it to win the bet herself.

      But he took too long.

      The rancid TA slammed the table with his palm. The boom shaking the table. Shoving the track.

      And silencing the physics lab for a moment.

      A few guys from the other tables glanced over. Eye groped Tracy before turning back. No wonder she once held all guys with scorn.

      “Miss Snow,” said the TA. His voice creaking like an angry door. “This isn’t play-time ah. How many angles have you completed so far?”

      Tracy perked up. Gave the ratty bastard her best smile.

      As if he deserved it for speaking English somewhat coherently.

      “We’re ‘aving trouble collecting zee data,” she said, speaking too fast herself, “Zee cart keeps going too fazt, no?”

      She always got too accented when nervous or excited. At least she didn’t drop in French words or weird sayings mutilated from translation.

      But she wouldn’t like it if Chase jumped in yet. It would only embarrass her more. Like that time in biology lab when the TA roasted her for it during an oral presentation.

      Just like in fencing, timing was everything.

      “I don’t believe that,” said the TA. The Asian asshole speaking slower, better English just to show her up.

      “Well, watch,” said Tracy. And carefully placed the cart on top of the track. “Ready, guyz?”

      Stacy nodded. Wedged her slender candy cane self deeper between Rick and the table. Then banged the keyboard. A maestro at work.

      Rick slumped away. Squirmed in his seat. Definitely suffering from the cherry fumes coming off the crazy redhead. Poor guy. He was nervous enough around girls as it was. And he was too cynical to think any girl would ever like him. All because he got teased too much early in life.

      “Ready,” said Rick, “Go.”

      Tracy released the cart. It whizzed down the track and smashed into the end. Flipped over and crashed into the table. Less than an inch from the TA’s fingers.

      Another bang in the cacophony of bangs in the physics lab.

      Yet the TA frowned more sour than concentrated lime juice.

      “Got it,” said Stacy, “Ricky here used the wrong setting. Again. I think he enjoys watching us suffer, don’t you Rick?”

      Then she bopped him with her hips.

      His cheeks blushed red and he glanced away.

      Damn. He really was too nervous around girls, too cynical. Something involving massive bullying in high school but he refused to say much more about it. Poor dude. Stacy kept trying her best to help him out but Chase doubted anything short of a full-fledged fucking, a friend with benefits or regular girlfriend style thing, would save the day for him.

      Unless he was gay. It was possible. Though Chase hadn’t caught him looking at guys that way. Not yet, at least.

      “This is unacceptable,” said the TA, as stiff as a broom up his rear, “The same people doing the same work for weeks.”

      Uh huh. Chase huffed. Just like the other groups do. Not only in this class but in every other class in every damn college in the whole damn world.

      “But we’re more efficient this way,” Chase said, knowing better than to point out the other groups. The TA would just shuffle the whole class up then. Maybe even split groups apart. And Chase would get all the blame.

      “Mister Riggs,” said the TA, “You do nothing but watch and crack jokes the whole time.”

      Better than listening to the TA’s all-too-perfect English.

      “I’m management,” said Chase, “That’s what I do.”

      “Then you are demoted to cart engineer ah,” said the TA.

      That got a few snickers from other tables.

      Wise-asses.

      “Mister Sanders,” said the TA, his vulture gaze targeting Rick, “You’re promoted to management.”

      Rick merely nodded and remained seated. His cheeks as cherry red as Stacy’s goth dress. His eyes lingering on the ragged wall in back rather than the goth hottie mere inches from him. God, would I like to be in his position right now. Even with the cherry fumes to suffocate on.

      “Miss Grover ah,” said the TA, savoring the redheaded nutcase, “Learn to be-come a better track engineer.”

      Stacy compressed her juicy lips. Definitely holding back some choice words.

      Unlike some of the wise-asses at the other tables.

      “And Miss Snow,” said the TA, eye groping the blond bombshell’s face quick yet not unseen, “You will work the com-put-er.”

      Tracy retorted with a sly pout of her succulent lips. Let her hips rub loudly against the table.

      Drawing even more attention from other tables.

      Especially other guys.

      “Fine, Mister TA,” she said, reaching for the flipped cart. Slowly. Sensually. “I’m flattered you know our name. And your English iz excellent, no?”

      “Names, Miss Snow,” said the TA, more stiff than a corpse, “Yours is not bad ah …”

      Her hand brushed the TA’s. Lingered on it for at least a minute.

      And what a glorious minute it was.

      The air filled with the scent of peaches and cream. So sweet and rich not even the finest custard could compare to it. So utterly perfect that Chase’s heart hammered his chest. Weakened his knees. His lions ached to touch her. His lips yearned to kiss her. Suckled her supple flesh.

      Something smacked his hand.

      The pain shattered the spell.

      Tracy knocked Chase’s hand with the cart again.

      “Daydreaming again?” said Tracy, cocking her oval peach of a face like a sex kitten ready for a good time, “Zee time for dreaming iz –”

      The TA stumbled backward. His feet stomping the ground.

      And crashed into the divider table.

      The table squealing against the floor.

      Damn!

      Chase jumped to his aid.

      Caught him before he fell to the ground.

      “Hey,” said Chase, “Are you alright?”

      The TA moaned. His face pale. Body odor less rancid. More sweet. Like peaches and cream.

      What in the world?

      “I … uh,” muttered the TA, “… need to sit down.”

      Chase helped him to his seat in front. His own heart still racing.

      What the fuck had just happened? If Chase didn’t know better, he would have thought Tracy put him in some kind of sex trance. Crazy. A girl with sex superpowers. She was hot and all. Even got offers from scouts to make her a supermodel actress. But superpowers were just make-believe. Stuff for comics and movies. It just had to be some freak event.

      Anyway, a supervillain babe wouldn’t let a guy call her French Fry.

      Chase glanced at Tracy.

      She glanced back.

      Threw him a sly smirk.

      Or would she?
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later the TA still slumped in his seat in front of the physics lab. His amber skin pale. Rancid body odor still hinted of peaches and cream. Murmurs from the people in the room echoed louder. Random glances from everyone, from each person at the four tables, flew at Chase and the TA.

      From everyone but Tracy.

      Even Rick and Stacy glanced at Chase once or twice.

      “Man,” said Chase to the TA, “You should go to the Health Center. Like, right now.”

      The TA groaned. Wiped his damp brow.

      Sicker than a dog given too much chocolate.

      “Can’t ah,” said the TA, slumping in his seat, “Got to stay to end of class.”

      He blinked. Slow and heavy.

      “Dude, that’s more than an hour away,” said Chase, “You won’t even be awake by then. I doubt you’ll last ten more minutes.”

      “Can’t … miss … uh,” said the TA. Slumping.

      What an amazing guy. Practically about to drop dead yet refusing to abandon class.

      Now that’s a work ethic.

      It even got the other student groups working seriously – from the look of it. Fellow students huddled over their tables, intent on their experiments. The bangs and crashes no longer followed by chatter. Just a few solemn words.

      “I admire you for your persistence,” said Chase, “But seriously, you need help.”

      The TA sighed. Wobbled.

      Caught the table and steadied himself.

      Maybe his reflexes weren’t so awful. Not good. But not awful.

      “I’ll be fine ah,” said the TA, “Go back to your group.”

      “You sure?” Chase asked.

      “Yes,” said the TA.

      Definitely not right.

      Chase hesitated. The TA still slumped. Wavering in his seat.

      Time for drastic action.

      Assuming the physics lab director hadn’t left for the day already.

      “Okay,” said Chase, “Gotta go to the bathroom first.”

      And darted out of the room.

      Down the hallway. Closed doors everywhere. Quiet and musty with stale florescent light. A corridor that deserved to be haunted. Haunted by students who died from overworking.

      Just great. No one he could ask.

      But the idiot he was wouldn’t leave it at that. He wouldn’t have made it this far in life if people didn’t go out of their way to help him, especially when he needed it. His big sis. His Coach. His friends. The least he could do was return the favor. Even if it was to a stranger.

      Chase slipped his phone out. Looked up the physics lab director room and name. A woman named Helga Rivera on the same floor as the labs. No picture but a phone number. Ah yes. Little was better than nothing.

      He hurried down the hallway. Checked the name tag on each door. Some listed several people. Probably TAs. Some listed just one, a professor of some sort. Till he reached the end of the hall. Helga Rivera. Her own office. Door closed.

      Chase knocked on the hard oak. Hurting his knuckles.

      No answer.

      He called Miss Rivera’s number.

      It rang until a voice message picked up. Eventually blared her work hours were between 8 AM – 5 PM. The time was 5:11 PM according to his phone. So he hung up and returned to class.

      The TA still sat in his seat. Slumped and pale.

      Damn. There had to be something Chase could do.

      But what?

      The TA looked up at Chase.

      Wobbled.

      And collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      The TA woke up a minute later. Sprawled out on the floor of the physics lab. The whole class gawking silently at the TA.

      Chase squatted beside him. Checking his bony wrist for a pulse.

      It was steady.

      At least Chase’s month long training in high school for first aid was finally paying off.

      The TA’s rancid body odor no longer hinted much of that strange yet sweet peaches and cream aroma. Though his amber skin complexion seemed paler. Though it could have been a trick of the stale lighting. His eyes blinked slowly and heavily. A moan rumbling out of him occasionally. Amplified by the unnatural quietness of the class.

      Stacy stood by Chase and remained glued to her phone. Calling 911. The phone still ringing.

      Good. A dainty nutcase of a girl but with her head on straight when it came down to it.

      Tracy kneeled across from Chase. Her expression solemn enough for a
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