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Epoch Crusaders


Defying the president’s orders, Scientist Arvilla Vermeer and Raphael Fraser, Commander of the US Armed Forces, embark on a journey to the past, determined to rescue humanity from the brink of extinction.
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ARVI COULD NEVER IMAGINE defying a direct presidential order, but when her silent yearning to find a cure for a deadly plague materializes, she faces an unexpected dilemma.

Commander Raphael Fraser, tardy for the National Meeting in the White House, stumbles upon the conversation about time travel. He volunteers to travel back to the past in the experimental time machine. However, President Braxton swiftly rejects the proposition.

Rafe invites Arvi to have lunch with him and unveils a mind-blowing plot—one she immediately embraces. It unfolds as a clandestine mission that holds the potential to rescue the world from extinction. However, she underestimates the perilous path it charts, intertwining with danger and the risky landscape of romance.
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ARVILLA VERMEER LEANED back and gazed at her microscope with leaden eyes and troubled thoughts. She thought she’d finally found it—a cure or at least a vaccine for the Glowing Pox. Unfortunately, it was still missing something, and she didn’t have a clue what.

There was forever that one missing component...

Always!

And it wasn’t just her. All scientists worldwide, of those still left, were also hitting brick walls. The Glowing Pox didn’t pick and choose. It slowly and steadily attacked all those who were not immune, causing many laboratories to shut their doors due to a lack of staff.

And not just labs—factories, farms, offices, banks, stores, and so much more were forced to close their doors. Since the plague spread all over the world, governments and organizations were heavily affected, causing large gaps in personnel. New officials and leaders were steadily selected, many for short durations. Political and economic anarchy reigned worldwide. Global financial markets froze for some time and then developed a yo-yo effect. The economy had pretty much collapsed globally.

Because of the skills shortage, imports and exports were impacted. Some products were in huge shortages, while others were abundant. Airlines, hotels, and other modes of travel were also heavily affected. Overseas travel had almost come to a halt due to the lack of pilots and personnel.

The real estate market hadn’t died...there was a surplus of houses and apartments for sale, causing a rapid decline in the prices of homes and business premises. Those who were immune and had sufficient savings could now buy a house for very little cash.

And there was no end in sight...

A hundred and forty-three years of this worldwide mess...

And to this day, no cure or vaccination, and no indication that the plague had run its course or was anything close to it...

People would continue to die...slowly and steadily...until even the immune would fall to it, and there’d be no one left...

Arvilla had lost count of the number of presidents that had been elected over the years. Presently, Alnya Braxton had climbed steadily politically and made her way into the Oval Office. Arvilla and Alnya had grown up together until they went to college and went their separate ways. Though they had attended the same schools until college, they were never that close—not like bosom friends. Arvi hung out with her little group of friends, and Alnya with hers. But...neither were they on unfriendly terms. They had never been in touch after they’d gone their separate ways and moved away from their parental homes. Arvi often saw news articles covering Alnya’s climb in politics...and Alnya possibly saw reports of Arvi’s laboratory accomplishments, but that was it.

Then, out of the blue, she received an email, a summons to join Alnya, her staff, and several other scientists in the White House for a meeting about the plague. She had no idea what good that would do. They could talk, discuss, and strategize until they were blue in the face, but as yet, they had no solution.

Not unless...yes...there was one... the time machine.

But Arvi didn’t dwell on that thought. Even bringing it up at the meeting would be futile. But was it?

They had to come up with something. Could going to the past to find the source of the plague be the answer? Trouble was...so far, no human had been tested in the machine, making her fantasies of traveling to the past to save humanity useless.

Chapter One
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ARVI RECLINED IN HER chair, anxiously awaiting President Alnya Braxton’s response to Trent Knight, one of Arvi’s colleagues, who had just blurted out that he had the answer to their dilemma. The Cabinet Room fell silent.

President Braxton rose from her seat and leaned forward, placing both hands on the table. She fixed her piercing glare on Trent. “And what is this brilliant suggestion you’ve come up with?” she snapped.

Trent gulped, nervously running his hand over his balding head. “Madam President,” he stuttered, “I p-propose we deploy the...the time machine.”

His proposition hit the room like a lightning bolt from a blue sky, an utter shock to everyone present. He might as well have rolled a grenade across the table at the president.

Arvi held her breath, waiting for Alnya’s probable violent reaction.

The president rolled her eyes. “Ah, yes, the time machine that hasn’t even been tested on humans. I’ve received regular reports from the director of the time-traveling project, and I’ve seen holographs of how some of the test subjects came back...shredded into pieces. No thanks.” A frown furrowed her bow as she responded in a terse voice, her angry black eyes a warning to stop the discussion immediately.

For a moment, Arvi couldn’t help but admire the African American woman who had made it so far in life. Alnya was dressed to the hilt in an expensive black bodysuit with a matching jacket. Her makeup was flawless, and she wore her black hair coiffed up into one of the newest hairdos. She was a beautiful thirty-five-year-old woman who, like Arvi, had never married but concentrated on her career.

Arvi summoned all her courage and took a deep breath before hesitantly raising her hand.

“Yes, Doctor Vermeer?” President Braxton responded with barely concealed impatience, an exasperated expression masking her face.

“I agree with Doctor Knight,” Arvi said in support of Trent. She’d had the same thoughts as him so often but had not dared to voice the idea at this meeting. Thankful that Trent had the guts to bring the subject to the table, she mustered the courage to speak up. “We need to take a chance. I volunteer to be the first human subject to test the machine and go back to the past to stop the pandemic before it has a chance to start.” She was saved from Alnya’s anger by a late arrival.

“You can add my name to that list,” interjected the uniformed man who had just entered the room.

“Well, well, Commander Fraser finally decided to join us,” the president scoffed at the tall man dressed in an immaculate white uniform, sporting many medals just below his left shoulder.

“Apologies for my tardiness, Madam President. Duty called. But I caught the last statements, and I’m willing to take the leap into the past,” the commander replied calmly while taking a seat at the table.

“Mm-hmm. So, should I just send my commander-in-chief and one of my top scientists into an unreliable machine in the slim hope that they can change history? Sounds like a fantastic plan.” President Braxton scoffed. “I fail to see how a pile of ground beef can lead our troops or work on a cure or vaccine.”

Arvi raised her hand again. “Madam President, the latest update is that the most recent test subjects returned unharmed. I heard that information from a reliable source.”

President Braxton pounded her fist on the table. “Mice, rats, and a monkey! There has to be another solution to this pandemic that has plagued the world for years! With all your collective brains at work, there must be a way to find a vaccine or, even better...a cure for those who have been exposed and afflicted. And most importantly, find the source!”

Arvi interjected firmly, reminding the president of the facts. “The virus keeps mutating, Madam President. It’s unlike anything any scientist has ever encountered before, past or present. The general consensus is that the virus came from space, brought back by the Promenada since it all began in Texas shortly after the ship returned from an expedition. Our only chance is to prevent the Promenada and the team of explorers from leaving Earth. For that, a team needs to go back in time, which has become possible now after the last test subjects successfully traveled through time without harm.”

The president snorted dismissively. “They weren’t human. And as determined as they were in those days to locate a planet to colonize? To find a home for many of Earth’s people? Let’s say I agreed to this crazy plan, and we were successful in stopping the launch of the Promenada, they would just send another ship. No, that’s not the answer.”

Commander Fraser spoke up, his tone direct. “I concur with Doctor Vermeer. Maybe the answer is to destroy all the samples they brought back with them before the virus has a chance to leave that ship and spread. We must go back in time and eliminate it at its source. Now that we have accomplished the impossible and the time machine—”

“Who says it was present in the samples that the crew collected? It could have been on the ship somewhere. Maybe something attached itself to the ship’s surface or the hazmat suit of one of the explorers,” Terry Jones, the vice president, reasoned. “In all honesty, we’re clueless. Going back to two thousand fifty-nine? What good will that do since we only have the foggiest speculation that the virus came from space.” He shook his head. “And I agree with President Braxton. The time machine hasn’t been tested on human subjects. That may not happen any time soon because it was only recently that some of the test subjects returned in one piece. And since the subjects were rodents and, most recently, one monkey, how do we know if they even went to the past? They can’t communicate their experience. Maybe they just merely disappeared for a bit. The only triumph was that they didn’t return in pieces.”

President Braxton took her chair again and leaned her elbows on the table, her fingers tenting under her chin. “What we do know is that if we don’t come up with something soon, there won’t be a single human left on Earth. Humanity will be extinct. It’s been what, a hundred and forty-three years that this killer virus, or whatever it is, has gradually killed billions. We’re down to four point two billion, less than half from how many? And now, the only option left to us is to send someone back in a time machine that has not been proven safe for humans?”

“At least Luminara Pustulosis is a slow-acting strain, unlike some of the other pandemics Earth has battled,” Trent Knight muttered. “But nevertheless, it’s a killer and hasn’t gone away. It’s been viral all this time.”

“Many flu strains have stuck around, but we’ve got vaccines against them now,” the president answered.

“But vaccines were developed for those quite fast,” Trent reminded her. “Nothing works for this virus—no antibiotics, penicillin, or any vaccines we’ve experimented with. It seems hopeless.”

Arvi raised her hand again.

“Yes, Doctor Vermeer?”

“Like I said before. I’m volunteering to be the first human test subject to enter the machine. I’ve got the expertise and experience to try and discover the source, and I have no family left. I don’t care if the machine destroys me. At least I’ll have tried. It’s unheard of that no one has come up with a source, a vaccine, or a cure in a hundred and forty-three years. We’re all running out of options.”

President Braxton jumped up again, almost sending her chair flying. “Arvi, you’re one of our best scientists. There’s no way in hell I’ll give permission for such a crazy venture. There are few enough of your colleagues left already. We need you to continue to work on a vaccine and a cure. No, I will not—”

“But you can appoint another commander, Madam President.” Commander Fraser interrupted with a tone of authority. “My job isn’t crucial to the survival of the human race, and thanks to the virus, I’ve got no family left. I’ll give the time machine a go.”

The president snorted. “First of all, you haven’t got a clue what you’re looking for. You’re a soldier, not a scientist. More importantly, no human subject will step into that infernal machine until it has been proven to be absolutely safe, and I approve the use of human test subjects. I don’t see that happening anytime soon. And don’t forget that the whole object of the machine was and is so that we can observe the past or the future and learn from it, not to make any changes. Anything we change in the past could drastically alter our present timeline. What we need is a cure and vaccine for the now...for the here! That’s my last word on the subject. This meeting has not been fruitful. We still have no solution. Continue your research to find a cure and vaccine for the Glowing Pox. As soon as someone comes up with anything, contact my chief of staff. Dismissed!” With that, she strode out of the room, followed by the vice president and her other staff members.

Arvi remained on her chair for a moment, waiting for them to leave the room. While she waited, she thought about the sparse population left on Earth, and her mind drifted to Luminara Pustulosis, the medical term for Glowing Pox.

It had first manifested in two thousand fifty-nine, a hundred and forty-three years ago when the explorer spaceship Promenada had returned from its journey and landed at the Heritage Space Terminal in Texas. It was shortly after the ship’s return that the virus reared its ugly head, which led researchers to believe it had been brought back from outer space, even though the samples they’d brought back had been quarantined upon arrival, as usual.

However, after thorough investigation, inspection, and research, the scientists found nothing to indicate where the virus had originated or that it was even the ship that had brought it to Earth. All they had to go on was that the first victims fell ill in the state of Texas within two weeks after the return of the ship. And within a week of that, the disease spread to neighboring states. And soon...reports came in from across the whole world.

Although it initially manifested as a sore throat and runny nose, the symptoms gradually became more severe, lasting four weeks or more, with the ill developing high fevers. The strange phenomenon accompanying the virus was the development of bulbous, yellowy glowing protrusions all over the victims’ bodies shortly before death, almost as if someone had stuck a bunch of lightbulbs onto the bodies. That’s how it got its nickname, Glowing Pox. And scientists, doctors, and specialists were stumped trying to figure out how the virus spread—it wasn’t airborne nor communicable. No one knew how it attacked its victims.

They had performed so many autopsies and dissected the glowing protrusions but couldn’t come up with answers. Neither had they figured out why some people escaped contracting the virus even after having been in close unprotected contact.

Arvi was one of the lucky ones. She’d sat by her mother’s side during her illness, and then her two sisters, and last of all, her father. She had no one left now—her whole family was gone, including aunts, uncles, and cousins. The Glowing Pox was relentless...and scientists were no closer to finding a solution.

She knew deep down that the only option left was to travel back in time to discover the actual source and stop it before it could attack what was left of the world’s population. After successfully bringing the latest test subjects back from the past just recently—first mice and rats and then a monkey, all in perfect health—it was time to test the time machine on humans. It had taken years to create the machine, with the original creator of it passing away and his two apprentices taking over to complete the project.

“Will you have lunch with me, Dr. Vermeer?” A deep voice interrupted her thoughts.

Startled, she looked up to see the commander standing near her, realizing everyone else had left the room. “Commander, sorry. I was lost in thought.”

“I think you and I should talk,” he said.

Curious about what he wanted to discuss, she asked, “About what?”

“Probably more of what you were so deep in thought about. How about it? Lunch?” he proposed.

She took in his appearance more closely. He was an attractive man in his late thirties or early forties with green eyes and short black hair framing an angular face with beautifully shaped lips made for kissing. She’d seen hologram images of him but had never met him face to face. In real life, he was even more handsome. Wondering why he wanted to have lunch with her—and if he was in a relationship—she hesitated before finally responding. “Sure. I’ll have lunch with you. I have the day off.” She played with the thick braid hanging over her shoulder...a nervous habit.

“I know of a nice, quiet little Italian bistro. Do you like Italian food?” he asked.

“I do. Sounds good.”

As they left the White House and drove to the bistro in his aircar, the commander remained silent during the short ride. Arvi couldn’t help but wonder what their conversation could entail that hadn’t already been said at the meeting.

Upon arriving at the bistro, the staff seemed familiar with him. “Commander, haven’t seen you for a while,” a young waitress greeted. “Usual table? It’s free.”

“Yes, please,” he confirmed.

The waitress led them to a small table hidden behind tall plants in a corner. The commander ordered wine, and after the waitress left, he apologized for not asking Arvi what she’d like to drink.

She smiled. “I like a nice red. But usually not this early.”

He chuckled. “Ah. Well, having an aircar helps. I can put it on auto and drink as much as I like. That’s when I’m off duty. But I’ll call the waitress back and order tea or coffee for you. Or soda? Juice? Personally, after that meeting and the president’s take on the time machine, I can stand a glass of wine...or two.”

Arvi shrugged. “It’s okay. Since I took the day off, I’ll join you in having a glass of wine. As for the president, I didn’t expect her to react any differently. I know her quite well.”

Surprise registered on his face. “You do?”

“Yeah,” she confirmed. “We grew up in the same neighborhood, played together, and attended the same schools, but then went our separate ways. She’s extremely stubborn. It’s either her way or the highway.”

“She doesn’t want to take a chance on the machine killing one of us.”

Arvi snorted. “So...she’d rather watch the rest of humanity die one by one, or should I say in the millions.”

“You’re very bitter, Doctor Vermeer.”

“Oh, please. Call me Arvi? And yes, after witnessing your whole family being taken by the damn Glowing Pox virus, you’d be bitter, too.”

He grinned apologetically and held out his hand across the table. “I’m so sorry. I’m Rafe. Short for Raphael.”

A strange tingling sensation ran up her arm as he held her hand just a tad longer than necessary, and those electric green eyes seemed to bore into her very soul. Arvi felt heat creep up to her face. It had been a long time since she’d been out with a man. Not that this was a date, but it kind of felt like one...

The waitress returned with the wine and two glasses. After Rafe tested it, the young woman filled the glasses, set the bottle on the table, and then handed each of them a menu.

Rafe glanced at the menu, then at her. She shifted uncomfortably under his gaze, feeling as if he looked straight through her. “What is it you wanted to talk about?” she asked and sipped her wine, then concentrated on the menu.

“Were you serious about volunteering to travel back to the past?”

“Yes. As far as I’m concerned, it’s the only option we have for finding a solution. Each time we think we’ve come up with what we hope is a vaccine, the damn virus throws us another curve by mutating.”

“I agree with you. So...how about if I can manage to get us into that time machine?”

Her gaze snapped away from the menu to focus on him. “Now you’re kidding.”

“I’m dead serious.”

“How? No one will go against the president’s orders.”

“The present dire world situation makes for extreme measures.”

“It will cost us our jobs...and jail.”

“If the machine doesn’t spit us out in pieces first.”

Arvi’s eyes widened as Rafe’s words sank in. He was suggesting the unthinkable, going against the president’s orders and risking everything for the chance to save humanity. The desperation in his voice was palpable, and she couldn’t help but be intrigued by his audacity. 

What are you proposing?” Arvi asked, barely above a whisper.

Rafe leaned in closer, his eyes almost glowing with determination. “There’s a small group of us who believe the time machine is our only hope. We’ve been planning this for months, gathering support and resources. We’re almost ready to make our move. I’m glad I arrived at the meeting just in time to hear what you said. And now...I can hardly believe my luck in finding a scientist who is on our wavelength and willing to take the leap. That’s what has been holding us up...lack of a scientist brave enough to travel back in time. We’ve carefully approached less than a handful, those we knew would be open to listening and not report us, but none of the three we talked to were willing to go against presidential orders or risk their lives.”

Arvi’s heart sped up with a mix of excitement and fear. She had dedicated her life to finding a cure for the Glowing Pox but had always felt restrained by bureaucracy and red tape. The idea of taking matters into her own hands, of stepping into that time machine and altering the course of their future, was both exhilarating and terrifying. She was about to answer him when the waitress returned to take their orders. Rafe ordered spaghetti and meatballs.

“I’ll have the Florentine Butter Chicken, please. But could you ask the chef not to use too much salt? Or use a substitute salt, please?” Arvi asked.

“I’ll ask,” the waitress said and walked away.

“You don’t like salt?” Rafe asked.

“Not too much. Even as a kid, I never used salt on anything, unlike the rest of my family. They were salt fiends. My mother was a good cook, but to my taste, she always went overboard when seasoning the food. I always use a substitute when cooking. There are plenty of herbs and spices that will make a meal tasty.”

“Doesn’t that become awkward when you eat out?”

“I rarely eat out, but if and when I do, I always ask them to go easy on the salt in my food. In fact, I can’t remember the last time I’ve been in a restaurant.”

“Wow. All work and no play...”

“Command...eh, Rafe...” She cautiously returned to the topic at hand. “What you’re suggesting...it’s dangerous. We don’t know what might happen if we tamper with the past. It could change the future completely. We might even cease to exist.”

He nodded solemnly. “I understand the risks, Arvi. But think about it—right now, we’re facing extinction. The Glowing Pox continues to claim lives every day worldwide. If we don’t do something soon, it’ll be too late.”

She sighed, torn between her sense of duty and her drive as a scientist to save humanity. Rafe’s words echoed in her mind, resonating with the urgency that had fueled her research for years.

“I can’t deny that we’re running out of time,” Arvi admitted, filled with newfound hope. “But how do we even begin? The president has made it clear that she will not allow any attempts to send a human back in time. And besides that, would Ralph Willis go against presidential orders?” Ralph was the director of the Time Travel Division.

Rafe leaned back in his chair, a shadow of a smile playing on his lips. “That’s where our little group comes in. We have connections, resources, and a plan. We’ve been working tirelessly to gain access to the time machine, and we believe we can bypass the president’s orders.”

Arvi’s curiosity deepened as she listened to Rafe. She had always been drawn to those daring to challenge authority, who refused to submit to the status quo. And now, faced with the possibility of joining a secret mission that could change the course of history, she found herself unable to resist.

“Tell me more,” she urged, her insides tingling with both excitement and apprehension.

Rafe leaned forward again, his eyes gleaming with hope and defiance. “Our plan involves infiltrating the Time Travel Research Division from within,” he explained. “We have someone on the inside who can grant us access to the machine. Henry Hamilton, an engineer who is a close friend of mine and has worked on the time machine for many years, won’t be involved at this point, not until we’re ready to put our plan into action, but he’s on our side. As for Ralph Willis, he’ll find out soon enough after it’s a done deal, and we’re either dead or somewhere in the past doing what we aim to do.”

Arvi gasped, realizing the enormity of Rafe's proposal. It was risky and daring, but it offered a glimmer of hope amidst the chaos and despair that had engulfed their world.

“Once we’re ready to take the plunge,” Rafe continued, his voice low and intense, “Henry will use our knowledge and expertise to navigate through the past and program the coordinates to that point in history where we can make the necessary changes to prevent the Glowing Pox from ever happening.”

The gears of Arvi’s mind spun as she considered the unimaginable possibilities and the consequences of their actions. She knew that the fate of the entire human race was at stake, and she couldn’t help but feel a mix of desperation and a sense of purpose.

“What do you need from me?” she asked, speaking barely above a whisper.

Rafe smiled, radiating a feeling of camaraderie and shared purpose. “You have the knowledge and expertise to help pinpoint the source.” His gaze locked with hers. “I can’t do it without a scientist by my side.”

Arvi felt a surge of pride in his faith in her abilities, and she knew she wouldn’t let him down. She had dedicated her life to finding a cure for the Glowing Pox virus and now had a chance to save humanity in a way she’d never thought possible. And if they were successful, the pandemic would never have happened—her mother, her family, they’d all be back. Excitement flooded her at that thought...but then dampened at the realization that everything would be different in the present when they returned. But she didn’t let that possibility deter her.

“Let’s do it. I’m game.” She kept her voice firm and her gaze steadily fixed on him.

“I really love the way your blue eyes change color all the time in sync with your emotions. They go from light blue to the deep, inky dark of the ocean,” he suddenly complimented out of the blue.

“Really? Thanks...” Wow, do my eyes really change color?

As they continued their meal, the discussion shifted to the details of the plan, the challenges they would face, and the sacrifices they would have to make. Their conversation soon became a dance of wit and intellect, a shared objective transcending the tingling sensation that still ran up Arvi’s spine whenever Rafe looked at her. The man affected her on a level she’d never felt when in the company of any male.

Chapter Two
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FOR WEEKS, THEY BURNED the midnight oil as Arvi and Rafe rallied the like-minded and amassed their resources. A covert collective emerged from the shadows—The Epoch Crusaders—each member tied together by a singular goal—liberation from the impending doom of the Glowing Pox.

Late nights turned into early mornings as they finetuned their plan and prepared for the infiltration of the Time Travel Division. Henry Hamilton finally became involved and sat in on their secret meetings, and Arvi found herself immersed in a world filled with encrypted messages, covert meetings, and secret codes. It was exhilarating and nerve-wracking all at once.

Finally, the day of reckoning arrived. Arvi stood outside the imposing walls of the building that housed the machine, her heart pounding in her chest.

Rafe sidled up to her. “Here we are,” he muttered softly.

She really admired his unwavering confidence despite the risks they were about to take. The building, still called Verdroken Industries for the man who had provided the funding to build the time machine, was in darkness, and all personnel had left for the night. Except one...

Rafe turned and looked at their traveling companions, then took her hand. “We’ve come far since you and I first met,” he whispered just for her to hear, his voice barely audible over the hum of anticipation in the air. “But looking back, it really hasn’t been all that long, and we’re now ready to take the leap.”

Arvi nodded, her gaze fixed on the entrance as she mentally prepared herself for what lay ahead. She knew there would be no turning back once they stepped through those doors.

From the start, it was generally accepted by all the members of the Epoch Crusaders that Rafe would go, and she, being the only scientist in the group, would accompany him. But as the time for them to initiate their mission came closer, the members of the Epoch Crusaders had voted to send two more of their members along. One of them was Mason Brooks, a soldier, a computer specialist, and a brilliant hacker. At twenty-six, he stood tall and muscular and was one of the best security guards they could have by
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