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Introduction

Dr. Amanda Harper stood at the edge of humanity’s known universe, her view filled
not by comforting constellations but by the swirling, alien colors of a nearby
exoplanet. Her hands moved deftly over the controls of the Nova, the latest
achievement of human engineering—a testament to her own lifelong dedication to the
stars. As she glided through orbit alongside her committed and intrepid crew, she felt
a strange sense of anticipation. This was supposed to be a routine survey, another
page in the grand chronicle of space exploration. But routine, as Amanda was about to
learn, is often a facade behind which the extraordinary waits.

The mission was simple on paper: analyze atmospheric samples, observe surface
conditions, and look for signs that the planet might one day support a human colony.
Amanda, an astrophysicist with a penchant for the unknown, had volunteered for this
journey at the first opportunity. Since childhood, she had been driven by an insatiable
curiosity and a belief that the universe harbored secrets just beyond humanity’s reach.
Her crew—a collection of experts bound by mutual respect and a shared yearning to
uncover the cosmos’ mysteries—trusted her implicitly, even as they joked about her
tendency to chase cosmic enigmas.

Everything changed the moment the Nova’s sensors picked up the anomaly. At first, it
seemed like a fragment of orbital debris, a relic of a bygone probe. But scans revealed
the impossible: an intact spacecraft, much older than any officially documented vessel
could be, drifting in the silent cold. Amanda’s heart raced. The craft bore markings
unlike any they recognized, a silent witness to an untold story. There was something
deeply unsettling about its presence, as if it had existed there long before humanity
had dreamed of the stars.

As Amanda led her team on their initial investigation, an eerie sense of déja vu settled
over her. The walls of the abandoned ship whispered secrets; strange artifacts littered
the control room and tattered logs hinted at missions never made public. Each
revelation drew Amanda deeper into a mystery that should never have been
possible—a timeline rewritten, a conspiracy hidden by those sworn to reveal the truth.

What began as a scientific expedition swiftly transformed into an expedition through
not only space, but the shadows of time itself. Amanda found herself piecing together
fragments of history, uncovering bold ambitions and invisible wars fought in the
darkness. The path she set upon would challenge everything she believed—about
science, about humanity, and about the very nature of our place in the cosmos.

As you join Amanda Harper and her crew on their journey, prepare to cross the thin
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line between fact and fiction, between memory and myth. The Forgotten Astronauts is
a tale of courage and curiosity, of pacts forged in silence and discoveries destined to
change the future. What they find beyond the stars may not just rewrite history. It
might shape the fate of all who wish to call the universe home.
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CHAPTER ONE: Out of Place

The Nova hummed with the quiet efficiency of a well-oiled machine, its internal lights
casting a soft, almost domestic glow against the harsh infinity of space. Dr. Amanda
Harper, her short, practical hair a dark halo around her focused face, leaned closer to
the main viewscreen. Her fingers danced across a transparent console, bringing up a
dazzling array of spectral analyses and gravitational readings. Below them, a colossal
gas giant, designated Kepler-186f, filled the viewport, a marbled orb of rose and
sapphire. The object of their primary mission.

“Atmospheric composition holding steady, Doctor,” reported Kenji Tanaka, the
mission’s lead engineer, his voice a calm counterpoint to the distant cosmic ballet. He
sat at the adjacent station, his nimble fingers already fine-tuning the Nova’s
propulsion systems for their next orbital insertion. “No unexpected fluctuations in the
upper thermosphere. We’'re on track for probe deployment in T-minus twelve hours.”

Amanda nodded, her eyes, however, were not on Kepler-186f. They were fixed on a
small, persistent blip that had appeared on the long-range scanners less than an hour
ago. It was an anomaly, a phantom signal that refused to resolve into a natural
phenomenon. “Kenji, can you get me a higher-resolution sweep on that object at
sector Gamma-7?” she requested, her voice betraying a hint of the curiosity that
always simmered beneath her composed exterior.

Kenji, a man of methodical precision, raised an eyebrow. “Still chasing that ghost,
Doctor? Probably just a rogue ice fragment, a bit of cometary debris. Happens all the
time out here. The sensor arrays can be a little overzealous.” He typed a command,
and the blip on Amanda’s screen sharpened slightly, though remained stubbornly
indistinct.

“Perhaps,” Amanda conceded, but a gut feeling, honed by years of astrophysical
detective work, told her otherwise. “But its orbital trajectory is too stable, too...
deliberate for random space junk. And its spectral signature is anomalous. Not
metallic, not organic, but something in between. Run an optical scan, full spectrum.”

A moment of silence passed, broken only by the gentle thrum of the Nova. Keniji, ever
the professional, complied without further argument. A high-powered telescopic array
on the Nova’s hull swiveled, its lenses seeking out the faint object hundreds of
thousands of kilometers away. The main viewscreen flickered, then zoomed in, the
shimmering backdrop of Kepler-186f receding slightly.

What appeared on the screen made Amanda’s breath hitch. It wasn't a fragment. It
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wasn't debris. It was a spacecraft. Or what remained of one. Its silhouette was unlike
anything she had ever seen in any Earth-based archives or extraterrestrial theories. It
was roughly conical, but with an uneven, almost organic-looking surface, pitted and
scarred as if it had endured millennia of cosmic abrasion.

“What in the...?” Kenji muttered, leaning forward, his usual composure cracking.
“That’s not... that can’t be human. We don’t have anything remotely like that in our
inventory.”

The ship was dark, its hull a dull, oxidized silver, reflecting none of the starlight. No
lights flickered from its interior, no thrusters glowed, no signs of life. It simply drifted,
a derelict monument to a forgotten journey. Yet, despite its apparent age and
desolation, it possessed an undeniable presence, a silent challenge to their
understanding of space and time.

“Agreed,” Amanda said, her voice barely a whisper. Her mind raced, sifting through
every known space agency design, every speculative alien craft concept she had ever
encountered in academic papers. Nothing matched. “Its material composition is
reading... odd. High density, unknown alloys. And the degradation pattern is
inconsistent with conventional erosion.”

“Inconsistent how, Doctor?” asked Dr. Lena Petrova, the mission’s xenobotanist, who
had just entered the bridge, drawn by the sudden shift in atmosphere. Lena, with her
keen observational skills and unwavering scientific rigor, often provided a crucial
second opinion.

“The pitting, Lena,” Amanda explained, pointing to specific areas on the screen. “It’s
not uniform. Some sections appear ancient, incredibly eroded, while others look
almost... untouched. As if different parts aged at different rates, or were exposed to
different conditions over vast stretches of time.”

Lena’s brow furrowed. “That would imply... what? Multiple environmental exposures?
Or perhaps an incredibly slow, staggered degradation process that doesn’t follow
typical material science models?”

“Or,” Kenji interjected, his voice edged with a strange mix of awe and trepidation, “it
wasn’t built here. Or anywhere we know. What if it's genuinely ancient? Like, really
ancient.”

The implication hung in the air, heavy and profound. For decades, humanity had
yearned for proof of intelligent extraterrestrial life, for a sign that they were not alone
in the vast cosmic ocean. And now, orbiting a newly discovered exoplanet, they had
stumbled upon something that transcended mere proof. This wasn't a radio signal
from light-years away. This was a physical artifact, within reach.
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“Run a full spectrum analysis, a complete sweep of its energy signature, its mass,
everything,” Amanda commanded, her voice firm, overriding the buzzing questions in
her own mind. “And prepare a long-range drone. We need visual confirmation, and we
need to get closer. But no physical approach yet. Not until we know more.”

“Understood,” Kenji replied, his fingers flying across his console, already initiating the
diagnostic protocols. Lena, meanwhile, had moved to a smaller station, pulling up
geological and historical records, searching for any terrestrial or lunar anomalies that
might remotely resemble the strange craft.

The next few hours passed in a flurry of activity, the initial excitement giving way to a
more sober, methodical approach. The drone, a sleek, autonomous probe nicknamed
'Scout’, was deployed. Its powerful cameras transmitted increasingly detailed images
back to the Nova. The closer Scout got, the more questions arose. The craft was
indeed ancient, its surface etched with what looked like intricate, geometric patterns,
almost like a language.

There were no visible airlocks, no obvious thruster ports, no windows. It seemed to be
a sealed, monolithic structure, a relic of a technology far beyond humanity’s current
understanding. And then, Scout detected something else. A faint, almost imperceptible
energy signhature emanating from the vessel’s interior. It was weak, intermittent, but
undeniably artificial.

“It's powered,” Kenji announced, his voice hushed. “Faintly, but definitely. Some kind
of residual energy source is still active. Low-level fusion? Or something we don’t even
have a name for?”

Amanda felt a prickle of unease. A derelict ship, impossibly old, still generating power.
What secrets did it hold? What kind of civilization could have built such a thing, and
what had become of them? The mission to Kepler-186f, with its predictable scientific
objectives, suddenly felt insignificant. This, she realized, was the true enigma, the
genuine frontier.

“We need to board it,” Amanda said, the words echoing with a conviction that
surprised even herself. She looked at Kenji and Lena, their faces illuminated by the
eerie glow of the screens. “Carefully. Prepared. But we have to go in.”

Lena nodded slowly, her eyes wide with a mixture of scientific curiosity and
apprehension. “I concur, Doctor. This is an unprecedented discovery. We cannot

simply observe from a distance.”

Kenji, ever pragmatic, had already begun to review the Nova’s emergency protocols.
“We’'ll need full hazmat, external environmental suits, and remote-controlled probes
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for initial entry. We have no idea what's inside. Atmospheric composition, biohazards...
anything.”

“Agreed,” Amanda said, her gaze returning to the image of the strange craft. It hung
there, silent and inscrutable, a gateway to an untold past. The mission had changed.
The universe, she knew, was far more vast and mysterious than any of them had ever
dared to imagine. And they, the crew of the Nova, were about to step into its deepest,
most intriguing shadows. The forgotten astronaut, whoever they were, awaited.
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