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FOUR WOMEN, EACH WITH unique super-abilities - to save or destroy humankind.

Each came to this planet for their own reasons, each deeply flawed. Victims of time and circumstance.

Beautiful, young, brilliant.

Any one of these, just by themselves, could end all life on this planet in a heartbeat.

Why would anyone want to assemble a team of very feminine time bombs?

Maybe to get them to save their own lives..
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- - - -

Tesseracts fold time and space. I inherited the ability to both find and control them. 

Unlimited access to all universes. Sort of. 

Yea, freaky. I know too well how freaky. 

So I spent my life on the move - through many times, and many spaces. Forgetting where and when I'd been wasn't an option. My salvation was mastering the trick of retracing my path. To find my original home, to find the love I'd lived so long without.

It wasn't just missing a normal childhood. 

If I didn't figure out how to get my life back under control, I'd just be growing older. 

Alone. 

Without any home or family or lover to ever call my own.

I

IT STARTED OUT WITH a precise, formal, handwritten note on my desk. "Please leave some rope here. L. Tess"

Who was Tess? How did she get into my cabin while I was asleep? Were the gals just playing a practical joke on me?

But next to the note was a wildflower, one that flowered in summer, not in fall, never just before winter's first killing frost.

As a mystery writer, I was hooked. Next best thing to a locked-door murder. I don't lock that single door to my cabin, but I also don't oil its hinges. And the floor wasn't so solid that I wouldn't hear the footsteps, unless they were barefooted - unlikely on these cool nights.

So before I came in from my chores, I made a point of finding a length of rope, just about a dozen feet. No lasso or long work, just something that would be a "rope" without being something I couldn't untie if this was only a practical joke.

I did my normal routine that day. Checking the cows, writing my next story, cooking my meals, putting things where they belonged when I was done. 

Just before I went to bed, I replaced the note and coiled that rope on top of it. 

Turned out the light, went to sleep. 

- - - - 
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IN THE NIGHT, I FELT an extra weight on the end of the couch, by my feet. 

Opening my eyes, I could see by some moving lights in my cabin that weight belonged to a someone. Sitting at the foot of my bed was one of the most striking young red-headed women I had ever seen in my life. 

Hazel eyes, perfect and plump ruby lips, wearing an outfit that was a little revealing. But only because it was in motion - along with some little shining and sparkling cubes that rotated around her. 

What she was wearing looked like a russet silk robe with long sashes, that was constantly in motion like some sort of magic carpet trying to escape somewhere and take her with it. Long, slender limbs that kept being exposed and covered with the waving cloth. 

At times, she seemed to almost float off that end of the couch. The reason she couldn't seemed because she had tied herself to that end of the couch - and my ankle.

- - - - 
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SHE SEEMED TOO BUSY writing in a little notebook to realize I was awake. While the cabin was still dark, the little lights gave me more than enough light to see her as they revolved around her upper body and head in some sort of ever-changing pattern.

So I watched for while. I had no real reason to get up, since I wasn't wearing much underneath that cover, even though it was cool at night. And my clothes were on the other side of her. 

For now, I just enjoyed the view. Sal and Jude had long ago trained me against being surprised when a pretty young woman appeared in front of me out of the blue. Or wherever she came from. 

As I was looking her over, I hadn't noticed that she was also looking me over.

"You don't want to move. It could be a disaster."

"Oh?"

"Sorry, they call me Tess. And thanks for that rope. I wouldn't be able to stay here without it."

"And I'm John."

"Yes, I know."

I frowned at that second mystery - but first, "What is the disaster I could cause?"

"Oh - that. Well, you see these lights that are swarming around me?"

I nodded.

"Those are natural tesseracts. Like your popular fiction, they will fold both time and space. Unlike your fiction, they are natural, not made by gods or able to be exploited by villains. For some reason, they are attracted to me. Your phrase is 'my cross to bear.'"

"Why would these pretty things be a problem? They look harmless."

Tess snapped the notebook shut, with her writing stylus inside. "Was there some part of 'folds time and space' that you didn't understand?"

"Sorry. I don't get the whole scene yet. I might have been distracted by 'fiction', 'gods', and 'villains'."

Tess quit frowning and rubbed her forehead. Then secured the small notebook in the front of her dress, tucked into her bust. "No, it's my turn to be sorry. These things don't necessarily give me much rest."

She looked over my sleeping couch as if measuring it. "Yes, that will do. I have a favor to ask. It may sound forward, but it's very practical. And I wouldn't ask it if I hadn't looked up your backstory."

"Sure, go ahead."

"Now, the disclaimer is that I don't mean anything by this request and this isn't an opening for you to make jokes. I only need some rest, and to do that, I'll need your help."

"OK, my cabin is your cabin."

Tess smiled wistfully at that. "Home is a long way from here, for me. You came well recommended, and are proving why."

She looked over her arrangement, measuring and calculating again.

"Give me your left hand."

I had to rise on my right elbow to move it close enough so that she could grasp my wrist with a sturdy grip. "Again, don't get any ideas from this. I'll explain in a little bit."

Tess then placed my palm on her upper thigh. "You need to hold me down against your couch. I need to move that rope from my waist to my ankle. If you let go at any time, regardless of why, I might disappear and may never be able to return again."

Her eyes bore deeply into my own. 

I swallowed. "OK, you have my promise. No ideas. Hold you right where you sit."

She let up her grip on my wrist tentatively and saw that my arm, seasoned from all the cattle fencing I had to do, would hold her secure. 

I did have to put a little pressure there, as some force was definitely making her float, and even shift as if an unseen and unfelt wind was buffeting her. 

With precise, fast moves, she quickly untied the rope from her waist and tied it to her own ankle. Her russet sashes continued to fly about along with the tesseracts while she did so. It took me more discipline to keep my mind on holding her to the couch, as those sashes again were exposing and covering various parts of her all the while.

At last she was done with the tying and put my wrist back into her vise-grip hand. "Now, don't move. Not an inch in any direction. Don't try to 'make room' for me or concern yourself about my comfort at all. This rope isn't as strong as you think, so I'm going to lay down on these covers next to you and then you're going to put your right arm around my middle to again hold me down to your couch."

She squeezed my wrist. Her face was even, but serious. "Again, if you don't want me to disappear, follow those instructions exactly. I'm going to hold onto your left wrist - that arm will wind up below me. Once I am prone, then you can hold your own hands together to keep me there. OK?"

I nodded. Just as serious a look on my own face.

With a simple movement, she was quickly down to my side. I moved my right arm over her and grasped my other hand as I did. 

The feeling when she was down was again like holding onto a kite in a windstorm. Even though she was right next against me, outside the blanket, her body was moving all the time.

Her own right arm was between us. Once she was assured I was doing just as she instructed, then she carefully extracted that arm, reached up behind us, and pulled the extra throw off the couch back to cover us both.

Only then did she relax. And when she did, the tesseracts quieted down as well. 

Her hair smelled of cedar and olive flowers. Her warmth soon moved through the blanket and I could feel it the entire length of that side. My right arm was against the bare skin of her middle, just below her bust. And her breathing became more regular and slower. I could also feel her heartbeat slow as well. 

It seemed like this was the most relaxing she'd done in months. No wonder she was so edgy.

"John?"

"Yes."

"I may fall asleep soon, but I'm going to try to explain some things to answer your many questions."

"I have a request, first."

"And that would be?"

"If you don't mind, I want to roll over to my left side behind you so I can hold you more securely. That will allow my two hands to go around you and lock on each other."

"Good idea. And that reminds me..." From somewhere, she pulled a thin woven cord from under that throw - I wasn't going to guess where she had hidden it. Now she had a strong grip on my top arm, pinning it under her own upper arm, as well. "OK, go."

I moved my hips first, and then twisted my shoulders, bringing my left arm closer around her middle in front, while my right closed above it, so that my hands were now touching her bare ribs on each side. And had to think each motion through as I went - although her grip was so tight I thought I was going to lose circulation in that arm at first.

Once I had my arms in position, she loosened that grip and wrapped that woven cord around and under and over my arms several times, then tied it taut with a small knot my big hands couldn't untie even if I could reach them.

"That will do it. Now I'm safe enough to talk to you. The 'tessies', as I call them, won't bother us, especially in this position. It feels like 'mating' to them."

I swallowed at that. "Well, if you say so."

I could feel her smile through her voice. "Thanks for being considerate. I'm no prude, but I've been told you are a perfect gentleman - especially for 'ladies in distress' like me."

"Who told you that?"

"Oh, Sal, Jude, Harpy..."

"OK, you don't have to run down the whole list."

But she was asleep before she finished, anyway. And the lights that were always hovering around her dimmed and slowed their movements.

And I'm glad she tied my arms, because with the darkness returning, and the warmth of her next to me, it wasn't long before sleep found me, too.

II

BY DAYLIGHT, THINGS had changed. She was now facing me, and the comforter was over both of us. I was still on my side, arms tied together, while her left arm was over my shoulder and curled around the bottom of my neck. Our legs had scissored between each other's, which was more than comfortable.

When I opened my eyes, hers were closed. And I was able to notice all this in the brightening room. Well, feeling most of what lay below that comforter.

My arms, where tied, however were a little numb. Working to shift these around opened Tess's eyes.

"Morning, John."

"And good morning to you. How did you sleep last night?"

"Not as well as you. I was reminded of the old phrase that 'the crack of doom wouldn't wake him.'"

Her eyes and lips were only inches from mine, and when she moved her arm and hand to brush my hair out of my face, I was reminded how much bare skin we had in mutual contact.

"Jude said you'd be a gentleman even in situations like this. I thought she was teasing, but..."

"You've had quite some talks with the girls?"

Tess grinned. "Not as much as I would like, but I was really working with Ben for quite awhile. But your two 'girls' helped me by making a comfortable, bolted down chair with seat belts so I could study in comfort. And being able to just sit and gossip about girl-things was such a relief. Talk naturally turned to you when I asked them what they did for a 'living.'"

I had to grin back at that turn of phrase. While Sal and Jude lived larger than most, it was as spirit-guides - they hadn't needed to worry about making a “living” since they had passed on, some centuries ago.

"I hope they didn't bore you with details, but I'm sure they gave away all my secrets."

She chuckled at that. "Yes, those two can be pretty frank and graphic when they feel like it."

"But, I can tell I need to untie you. And as comfortable and endearing as this is, I know you're going to have to get dressed so we can get to work. And yes, it's going to have to be just as exacting as how I got into the sack with you. (Jude is going to be envious of this story, by the way. I know she's going to tease me about not even getting to what she calls 'first base'.)"

I just smiled. That's just like Jude."

"Here, I'm going to turn around. But first..." She gave me a quick kiss, then turned faster than a person would think possible. More a blur than anything. 

My arms were almost untied as fast, but she held them together in her vise-grip with one hand, while she massaged the bind marks with the other.

"Same rules go, John. Don't let go, don't move. We only have a connection through that rope on our ankles. And if these tessies get excited at all, that won't hold me here."

I was in no hurry to move, anyway. 

III

I STAYED ON MY SIDE, interlocking my fingers to give her more room. Tess laid on her back and started to explain her situation. 

"It was fine when I was a kid. But I always saw these lights around me that others couldn't. Eventually, I quit talking about them. Later, I found that by thinking about some area that I liked, I would be transported there. And this became a nice game for me as an only child. As long as I was home for dinner, my Ma thought I was somewhere nearby, even if I didn't answer. And I never went out at night, so I wouldn't worry her or my Da.

"About when I turned 13, things changed. I was now going to places I'd never been before. Some strange, some threatening. And these cubic thingies started talking to me, kinda. They have their own language. Not that I've actually learned it much. It is a lot like how chickens sing to each other during the day. You know certain sounds mean certain things, but it's not specific. Still, I do keep trying to listen to them and try to understand everything.

"One day, I couldn't find my way back for supper. And I became frantic, and that just made things worse. I finally got exhausted and crawled into some mostly dry hollow in some weird land I'd been transported to. Cried myself to sleep."

She stopped, and looked away. Sniffed. While one hand was still holding my arm, the other wiped a tear away.

Turning back to look at me with misty eyes, she said in a whisper, "And I've never found my way back ever since."

Then Tess turned and buried her face in my chest to sob, quietly. Her body shuddered, but she made no noise. Like she had learned to avoid making any sound in those dangerous worlds she had visited.

I held her closer to me until her sobbing exhausted itself. 

She lay their quietly for quite a time, in welcome comfort. To me, it seemed she had grown up too fast, a rough life for any teenager, let alone an adult with training about the outside world.

At least her "tessies" were quiet and calm. Her body stayed at rest during this, and ceased trying to fly off or out of my grip.

After a while, I had to ask, "These tessies of yours - are they alive?"

Tess looked up at my face, seeing that I was looking at those dots of pulsing, cubic lights. "Yes, I think so. It seems they have their own intelligence and try to help me. They have songs, like I told you earlier, a language I don't know. But without them, I'd have never survived all this time. And I think they can read my mind."

At that, the tessies started becoming more active, and Tess's own body began shifting in my arms, moving with that phantom wind I couldn't feel or sense.
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