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Empire Army Commander Blake Longbot had always loved travelling the Empire going world to world helping to reinforce the odd position, delivering supplies to planets that needed it most and just generally helping out the Empire and its wonderful citizens wherever he could. He certainly wasn’t a battle-hardened Commander in the strictest of senses, because he wasn’t that much of a fan of war per se.

It always sounded so strange to everyone else on his ship, The Deliverance, the Empire and the citizens that he spoke to most often. But it was the truth. And whilst the Great Human Empire was assaulted constantly by traitors, aliens and mutants, Blake was more than happy protecting the citizens away from the frontline.

Blake stood on his small semi-circular command bridge, which felt so amazing to be back on after its decoration (at the crew’s insistence) and Blake had to admit it wasn’t actually as bad as he feared. 

The walls were perfectly smoothed and painted bright purple and violet and blues. It certainly wasn’t his first colour choice but clearly the command crew, an all-female crew, had spoken amongst themselves and overruled him. And the perfect smoothness of the walls did look so much better than they used to with all the chipped, potted and shot-out dents in the walls.

Even the tiers upon tiers of blue holographic computers behind Blake looked great. The holograms looked so wonderfully crisp, sharp and the holograms didn’t flash every so often as the computers were on their last legs. These computers were brilliant and new and so powerful that Blake was really looking forward to using them.

The delightful smells of pastries, strawberries and apricot jam filled the air and Blake seriously had to promote his best friend and first-mate Captain Charlotte for insisting that the bridge had its own food synthesiser that also created drinks. That was a great call and it really did show how amazing his command crew actually were.

It was even better that the wonderful taste of almond Danish pastries filled his tongue and it was so perfect with the background noise of his command crew laughing, swiping and banging away on their holographic keyboards.

Blake was pretty sure that the banging away sound was fake to add a little background noise to a bridge but Blake didn’t care. He just liked to know his command crew was alive, well and happy behind him.

“Commander,” Charlotte said as she came to stand next to him wearing her very tight blue Empire Navy uniform, her gun was at her waist and her sword was hanging down on the other side.

Blake was surprised that Charlotte looked perfect today of all days because all they were doing was travelling beyond Empire territory to reach an exploratory expedition that had sent out a distress call.

It wasn’t exactly hard work so it really didn’t require formal dress in the slightest. Blake was only wearing his green Empire Army uniform because he hadn’t done any washing lately and he hadn’t given the task to someone under his command.

“We should be with the fleet within three hours,” Charlotte said.

Blake smiled. That would give him plenty of time to talk with his wonderful command crew and see whatever gadgets they installed on the bridge during the decoration that he didn’t know about.

But for now, Blake simply stared out of the immense diamond-shaped floor-to-ceiling windows that seemed so perfect now with its crystal-clear glass, freshly painted black framing and the holograms embedded into the windows seemed so much sharper than the last ones. The old holograms made Blake feel like he was going blind at times.

At least everything was looking up for them now and in a few centuries Blake would be able to retire, but that scared him a lot. Blake couldn’t imagine retiring from the Empire Army and helping people so he was only slightly glad that was centuries away.

“Um Commander,” Charlotte said, and Blake realised she was looking at a black dataslate in her hand.

“What?” Blake asked. He had no idea whatsoever why she would be concerned, there were no reports of aliens, traitors or mutants in the area and there weren’t even any planets coming up on their path.

“I have a ship reading on our screens from two solar systems over and, I don’t know, our sensors can’t identify it,” Charlotte said.

Blake shrugged. “Run a more detailed scan please and adjust course slightly so we can get close to it,” 

The entire ship hummed slightly and Blake was rather excited about this ship. It was so rare to find a ship out in this no-man’s-lands of space so it would just be amazing to discover something.

“That cannot be right,” Charlotte said walking back over to Blake after talking to the command crew. “Commander you have to see this,”

Blake clapped his hands and turned around so it activated the blue holograms in the centre of the bridge, revealing an in-depth scan of a solar system with ten planets, a small sun and a very large ship floating there.

From the holograms it was hard to make out the true size and shape of the ship but it looked to be oval with spires rising out of the surface. And it appeared to be human made.

“Commander there is no easy way to say this but that ship is human,” Charlotte said.

Blake had to admit that wasn’t news so he pressed a finger against the cold hologram and streams of data appeared in front of him but only one piece of information caught his eye.

The scans were telling him this ship wasn’t Empire, it wasn’t Old Earth and it wasn’t transmitting any signals they could interact with.

“Scan the transmitting signals through the databases. Maybe the databases can identify it,” Blake said.

This was just flat out strange. As far as he knew the cultures of Old Earth never got past their own solar system or maybe a few solar systems outside Sol but then humanity had collapsed and been enslaved by the techno-barbarians up until a hundred thousand years ago when the Emperor reunited humanity.

“Damn it,” Charlotte and all the other command crew said as one.

Blake scanned the data streams in front of him and it was amazing.

“This ship is transmitting signals we haven’t seen in three hundred thousand years,” Blake said completely amazed. “This would make it older than the Empire, older than the techno-barbarians and this would make that ship Old Earth technology,”

“Correction,” a tall woman wearing a red uniform said. “This is actually the only Generation Ship Old Earth ever sent off into space,”

Blake gasped and the entire crews’ mouth dropped. Everyone in the Empire had heard about the concept of generation ships and how amazing they were but everyone believed it was just a fantasy from Old Earth.

But one existed. And Blake had no idea what to do except from call in the experts.

“Highest level encryption Charlotte. Contact Empire Regional Space Alpha Priority. Tell them we need historical experts immediately,” Blake said.

“Of course commander,” 

Blake knew it would easily take three months for the nearest Empire Research Fleet to arrive at the ship so Blake fully intended to help the exploratory fleet then circle back around and start scanning that Generation Ship.

The least he could do whilst the Research Fleet arrived was simply try to give them as much data as possible.

And this seriously excited Blake a lot more than he ever wanted to admit.
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Chief Historical Expert Nathan Lordy was so, so excited about today because his ship, The Curious, would finally break out of Slidespace after four long months and he would be able to see the so-called Generation Ship at long, long last.

Nathan couldn’t believe how amazing of an opportunity this was to research such an incredible piece of Old Earth technology. And well, if this truly was a Generation Ship then by now there would be billions of people on board so Nathan could research them, study them and see what Old Earth was actually like.

He would be famous, he would be invited to give speeches and he would be one of the richest people in the Empire. 

Of course Nathan never did anything for the money and to be honest most of the time Nathan just donated all of his salary to various charities all over the Empire because he hardly needed it. His work, travelling the Empire and researching was his life and money wasn’t needed too much.

Nathan stood right in front of some small waist-height windows on his square bridge with his breath fogging up the windows he was standing so close to it. He just wanted the slidespace jump to be over so he could see this beautiful piece of technology.

Nathan had never spent too much time on the bridge because he loved his library, kitchen and lab too much to waste his time on actually managing the ship. He had always left that to his wonderful brother, Patrick, and his wife, Ruby.

Both of them were gifted historians in their own right and Nathan really loved having them on board, because each of them had expertise in different areas and they all combined their knowledge to become a powerful team. Nathan wasn’t sure if they were that powerful because Nathan just loved his family, but all the journals, books and reports highlighting how great they were said it.

The bridge itself wasn’t as grand as those of warships and Nathan liked that. He hated going to explore wrecked Empire Army ships from thousands of years ago because they were so big, spacious and they were all holograms. 

That made them next to useless from a historical perspective. Especially when the stick that Nathan used to download the ship’s content wasn’t downloadable. When that happened it was just a massive pain in the ass.

“Slidespace jump ends in ten minutes bro,” Patrick said.

Nathan forced himself to look away from the windows and he smiled at his brother. He really was looking smart today which wasn’t like him at all, he couldn’t remember the last time his brother had worn a shirt, trousers and black shoes. 

Nathan wondered if he had missed a birthday, anniversary or something else entirely, but he hadn’t, this time. And when Ruby walked in wearing a long black dress Nathan really felt underdressed in his white lab coat with his father’s thin battle armour underneath.

He wasn’t exactly sure why he always wore the battle armour, it had been useless on wreckage exploration and exploring historical sites in bad warzones but besides from that, he supposed it was just comfortable.

“I’ve signalled the warship we’ll be entering the system momentarily and the Commander has given us three permission to teleport aboard,” Ruby said.

Nathan bit his lip. He wasn’t a fan of talking to military people because they were often harsh, dismissive and thought of Nathan’s work as a complete and utter waste of time, but most of the Empire’s most revolutionary inventions could trace their roots back to a historical piece of Old Earth tech.

“And the Commander’s gay,” Ruby said.

Nathan shook his head as soon as he realised exactly what Ruby and Patrick were saying, and that was why they had dressed up. They wanted to show the Commander that they were respectful, wonderful people and that Nathan was a catch.

“Before you protest bro just admit you need to get a boyfriend for mum’s new wedding,” Patrick said.

Nathan just smiled because that was sadly true. Their mother was thankfully remarrying after his father died to a great man and Nathan really couldn’t go to a wedding single.

“I’m fine about it,” Nathan said.

“Good bro,” Patrick said.

Nathan grabbed a dataslate and projected a hologram of the Generation Ship into the bridge. It was a very large oval shape with a domed-bottom that presumably contained all the engines and other pieces of technology and then there were spires and skyscrapers coming out of the top.

Nathan was more than grateful for the early data but until he was actually in the system and could use his own equipment, he just couldn’t know anything for sure.

“Slidespace jumps ends... now,” Ruby said.

Nathan spun around and his mouth dropped as they entered the system. He had never seen such a beautiful stunning ship in all his life.

The Generation Ship was simply a work of art with its dusty dull metal bottom that was perfectly domed like a bowl. Three hundred kilometres above the dome was nothing but perfectly straight sides of the ship so probably that was probably were the apartments, factories and farms were.

Then the golden spires were simply stunning as they sparkled like angelic diamonds against the rest of the ship as the small sun shone back.

“Scan it now,” Nathan said.

“But the Commander wants to meet us,” Ruby said.

“Scan it. Please,” Nathan said feeling so excited.

Nathan heard his brother and sister-in-law start a scan but they both walked back over a few moments later.

“Bro there should be people on this ship right?” 

Nathan laughed. “Of course. I estimate by this point in history there should easily be billions onboard,”

“Then why can I find no life signs and no bodies onboard?”

Nathan just grinned. That was a hell of a puzzle and one that Nathan seriously wanted to find out more about. What the hell happened to all those people?
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As the cold darkness of the solar system flashed blue for a moment as the Research ship, The Curious, rematerialised and exited Slidespace, Blake had to admit that he was so, so excited to meet the amazing researchers on the ship. When he requested Empire support four months ago, he had been livid with Empire Command for saying the mission wasn’t urgent and that was what caused the month’s delay.

But now that the amazing and legendary researchers were here, Blake just couldn’t believe how excited he felt. Ever since they had learnt who was coming to help them the entire ship had been buzzing.

Behind Blake the command crew were all jumping up and down, talking and their voices were filled with excitement. Blake couldn’t blame them for a single second, Dr Patrick, Nathan and Ruby Lordy were such legends in the historical worlds of the Empire that it was impossible not to know them.

Of course Blake had no idea who they were until exactly until now, but he had read all the papers, books and seminar reports in the past four months and they were just amazing. 

Blake had gone to university and he even held a doctorate in Early Empire Studies but he had never used it. And when he had been at university, he actually had no idea an author could write this riveting about events of the past. 

It was mind-blowing.

“Double checking permission to teleport,” Charlotte said more of a statement rather than a question and she too was failing to hide her excitement.

Blake nodded so much he thought he was about to hurt his neck.

But as the wonderful temperature of the bridge rose, the breathtaking smells of apricot jam, pastries and strawberries filled the air, Blake just knew that this was the perfect welcome for such delightful people onto the bridge.

“Permission granted again,” Blake said.

“Teleporting now,” Charlotte said.

Blake waved the members of the command crew back behind their tiers of holographic computers and Blake pressed his back against the icy cold metal windows as blue smoke swirled, whirled and twirled in the centre of the bridge.

Then three people appeared.

Blake’s mouth dropped when he saw a very beautiful Ruby Lordy standing there in a long black dress that showed off how beautiful she was. 

But his focus really went to Patrick Lordy who looked gorgeous in his white shirt, black trousers and shoes. He looked like such a beautiful gentleman so it was just a shame he was straight and Ruby was his wife.

“Hello Commander it is such an honour to be here,” a shorter man said as he came towards Blake.

Blake’s mouth just dropped even more, turned dry and his brain turned to mush as he stared at the utterly stunning man in his little white lab coat and thin battle armour showing underneath. He was so stunningly perfect with his brown hair, handsome face and massive smile that Blake was lost for words.

“Wow,” Blake said.

“Wow what?” the cutie asked smiling.

Blake immediately wanted to say that he was wow but he couldn’t. He needed to least pretend to be a little professional.

“It is rare that I get to meet such legends in the historical worlds,” Blake said.

All three of the historians laughed.

Cute Nathan grinned at Blake. “And you are fairly legendary too Commander Blake, your doctorate thesis on Events of the Unification War shaped the way most citizens think about the formation of the Empire and its early years. It was a revolutionary paper,”

Blake was just shocked. He had no idea that his doctorate thesis had been published but that would explain the few thousand credits he got in his bank account every month like clockwork. He had no idea who published it (most probably the university) but clearly it was selling like crazy. 

“Thank you,” Blake said. “It was only a passionate project and I am excited to get into this Generation Ship,”

“Oh, so are we,” Nathan said, and Blake had to admit that it was so wonderful to see how excited, happy and cheerful this beautiful man was.

Blake knew that he was going to seriously love working with this amazing team.

“This is Captain Charlotte,” Blake said gesturing to his best friend. “This is the best command crew I have ever worked with and per protocol, our resources are yours, and your resources are ours,”

“Brilliant,” Ruby said as she went over to the tiers upon tiers of holographic computers and started shaking the hands of a very quiet command crew. This was the quietest Blake had ever seen them.

“Commander, have you conducted a full scan of the Generation Ship yet?” Nathan asked.

Blake forced his mouth to work as the two of them went over to the middle of the bridge. “Yes and that’s where things get very weird,”

Blake clapped his hands and a blue hologram appeared showing an immense city with millions of apartments, systems and complex buildings that Blake rarely saw in Empire space stations let alone Old Earth tech.

Nathan stared at the hologram like this was magical. And Blake had to admit that it was in a way because it would take a good week or two for them to understand the layout of the Generation Ship and understand the sheer scale of it, but there was a more pressing matter to Blake.

“Deliverance,” Blake said to the ship. “Going on Old Earth data, how large should the population be after three hundred thousand years?”

“Ten billion at the most,” the ship said in a very computerised voice that thankfully wasn’t as high-pitched as the last one before the decoration.

“On the hologram show us in red dots the location of the bodies or living people,” Blake said.

“Cannot. There are no data points for such a request,” the Deliverance said.

The entire command crew gasped and Blake just looked at Nathan. It made no sense whatsoever why there were no bodies or living people on that Generation ship after so long.

And Blake had absolutely no idea why and that seriously scared him but also excited him a little.

He loved a good mystery and that was a massive one.
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As much as Nathan just wanted to explore the absolutely stunning Generation Ship a few kilometres from them, he sadly had to force himself to follow protocol in the strictest sense for the next week, but he had to admit that he had loved every single moment on the breathtaking bridge standing out like a sore thumb because of his white lab coat and thin battle armour underneath

The bridge might have been semi-circular, have massive windows and have strange tiers of holographic computers but Nathan really enjoyed it. The command crew were always a laugh, some of them pranked each other and it was always such a fun atmosphere here.

Thankfully Patrick and Ruby had left the Deliverance and they were currently running scans, researching and cooking up a storm back on The Curious. Nathan made a point to talk to them at least three times a day so everyone was on the same page of the research, and the sheer amount was stunning.

Nathan had researched massive structures before from Old Earth and the odd Old Earth colony world that had been discovered, but this Generation Ship was simply something else.

Their scans had showed evidence of billions of people living on the Ship at some point or another. All the millions of small but very expensive-looking (at least by modern standards) apartments were filled, every level of the Ship had evidence of use and the green spaces were still active.

Nathan had no idea why so many billions of people simply vanished. Especially when the ship did had enough power to transmit the locator beacon, keep its shields intact so small dust particles wouldn’t put a hole in the ship and the green spaces on the ship were thriving.

But there also had to be another functioning system that maintained the gardens so the entire ship didn’t become one overgrown forest.

There were simply so many data points, questions and ideas floating between the crews of the Deliverance and Curious that Nathan had no idea where to begin, but at least that meant he got to spend a little more amazing time with Commander Blake.

Nathan still couldn’t believe how stunning the man was. He had always been drawn to men actually but never ever as strongly as he was to Blake. There was just something so charming, warming and wonderful about him.

Not only was Blake caring but there was such a wisdom to him and his words and his historical perspective that it was so refreshing to encounter someone intelligent that wasn’t his brother or sister-in-law.

“Chai latte?” Blake asked as he held two piping hot mugs of heavily spiced goodness in his hands.

“Thank you,” Nathan said taking the wonderfully warm mug and the hints of cinnamon, coffee and sugar filled his senses. 

“The command crew have found a possible hangar we can fly into when the time comes,” Blake said.

Nathan frowned a little. It wasn’t that he was against flying into a location but it almost seemed wrong to trespass on such a time capsule of human history with something as loud, noisy and disrupting as one of the Empire’s blade-like shuttles.

“I agree,” Blake said smiling. “Let’s teleport in. It’s more controlled, it couldn’t strain the Ship as much as a shuttle is a lot heavier than we are and hopefully we can send a probe in sooner or later,”

Nathan was really liking how Blake thought, but he was right though. The sooner they sent a probe in the better, at least they would start to understand what atmosphere they were dealing with.

“I’ll get my brother to set up a probe and launch it later on. I would like to rule out air-born toxins before we board,” 

Blake laughed. “That would be nice because the position of the ship is annoying me,”

Nathan grinned and he started pacing around the bridge. He had had the exact same thought a few days ago but dismissed it. He was so glad he wasn’t being silly.

“Deliverance,” Nathan said. “Bring up an image of Milky Way Galaxy at the time of the launch,” 

A few seconds later the ship hummed loudly and a dull blue hologram appeared showing the Sol System in the middle and all the other tens of thousands of solar systems around it.

“We know from historical documents and the Emperor’s personal knowledge,” Nathan said, “that the Generation Ship headed north but that’s the problem,”

“We’re in the South of the galaxy and we’re extreme south,” Blake said. “How the hell did the Generation Ship get so off course?”

“And why didn’t the Generation Ship crew abort the mission, return to Earth and fix their navigation equipment if it was that faulty? They would have travelled straight past Earth to come south,”

Nathan shrugged to his own question. He was really hoping that exploring the navigation equipment of the ship would give them some kind of answers but the command crew had been trying to hack their way into the ship for days.

It was impossible because modern and ancient systems just didn’t want to work together.

“We need to get on that Generation Ship,” Nathan said. “Do you think you know the layout well enough?”

Nathan nodded. It wouldn’t be hard to render their scans into a holographic map that they could use when they were aboard but it was the atmosphere that was really concerning Nathan. 

He just couldn’t understand what had caused so many people to disappear so there was a good chance it was an environmental problem. And the very last thing Nathan wanted to do was take his brother, sister-in-law and sexy Blake into a Ship that would literally kill them.

Nathan had to get that probe launched now.
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