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Absolutely no AI was used in the creation of this book or its cover. 

Soaring through a new star system on their long journey home, the Starship Praihawk stops to explore a derelict spaceship drifting in their path. They board it and find the entire crew missing. In their stead, plants have taken over the ship, even to the point of degrading the engines. Sam and Bohai seal the ship and return to the Praihawk, unaware they’ve carried spores back with them. Soon they find plant growth sprouting in all of its aft chambers. The android Max races to find answers and a means to kill off the invasive plants that seem impervious to every form of removal.

Meanwhile, the Praihawk is attacked by a ship of organized raiders, thieves intent on stealing Max and their ship and dispensing with the crew. Already the pirates have a powerful ship at their disposal, stolen in their last raid.

Sam, Bohai, Kirin, Max, Tenken and Teak must face death from both sides. Or something worse than death. 

But Tenken may have a plan.

It all rests on the shoulders of an old enemy to come to their rescue. Or assist in their deaths.

Sun Crawlers

The 4th high-speed space adventure in the 

Angry Galaxy Series

[image: ]

“I pity those who enter our galaxy. It is a dangerous place. Without knowledge of its many traps, its devils and nightmares, a stranger’s chances of survival are low.

A grain of sand is worth more than a thousand blades. It sticks in the eye of your adversary. For those who do not know what that means, death awaits.”

— Captain Polaris

Commander of the SES Intrepid
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~ Prologue ~

Having been dropped into a strange galaxy by the planet Cacherin, the Starship Praihawk continues its journey home. The crew are from different times and places, and still Sam and Bohai do not know how this relates to Earth. Are they now running toward its future or its past?

Leaving behind the Ahlottru and their exotic world, they have spent weeks crossing a vast empty stretch of starless space to reach yet another galaxy. Now they must travel through a new star system, one served by two suns. Clinging to the most remote edges, they will attempt to pass unnoticed. Home is still years away. 

But in this solar system they are being watched from three different places for three different reasons. Monsters appear in many forms, clever and stupid. Some battles are not fought with guns. And some enemies cannot be defeated. One of those is on its way.

Sun Crawlers

Angry Galaxy Book 4

includes a bonus short story at the end
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In the Darkest Corners
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“I am a fighting man, not a scientist.”

— Edgar Rice Burroughs

The Warlord of Mars
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The captain stood up and threw his earpiece onto his chair, a bit harder than he had intended. His emotions had been less restrained of late. That was something he needed to work on. He couldn’t let the crew see him rattled. They needed to see him calm, confident that everything would be okay.

But a great deal had gone wrong.

“Another one?”

“Yes, sir,” the officer reported from his station on the bridge. “Crewman Hax Lotis went missing this morning... and... well, he cannot be found.” He was not eager to report more. 

“Dammit.” 

“No one has seen him since last night.”

“The ship isn’t that big. How can he be missing?”

“That is three, sir.”

“I am aware. I can count.” The captain caught himself, lowered his voice and asked, “Geologist? Correct?”

“Yes, sir. Hax Lotis was our chief geologist.”

Three crew members had gone missing aboard his starship. The second man went missing yesterday, and the first was two days ago, a woman from engineering. Strange happenings had plagued the ship since their departure from the hot and humid fourth moon of the planet Gantara. That was five days ago, and the ship had not docked anywhere since. While there was no concrete proof, all signs pointed to that ground expedition.

“Crew members don’t just evaporate, Lieutenant.”

“No, sir, they do not.”

“And they can’t fly out an airlock without an alert sounding. Right?”

“No one has left the ship, sir. All escape pods and all space suits are accounted for; every single one has been located and is intact. Furthermore, no airlocks have been unsealed.”

“But the computer cannot find them,” the captain said. His crew had stopped what they were doing and now looked at him. He looked back at each of them. “And now another man has vanished. This is damn peculiar. Damn...” He took a breath. “Baffling.”

“Their life signs have disappeared,” the officer said. “We should have one hundred and nine crew members on board, Captain, but only one hundred and six life signs are registering at this moment.” The officer paused. “Wherever they are, they must be dead.”

The captain leaned in and growled, “If that’s the case, then find their bodies. I want answers. If we have a killer on board...” 

I want answers.

“We will need to adjust parameters... I mean, right now the computer cannot find any dead bodies, sir.”

“Computers are fallible. Do a physical search. We’re a science ship, for star’s sake! Think like a scientist.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Form search parties of three to search every deck, every room, even the air ducts. No one goes alone. Stay in groups of two and three.”

“Aye, sir.”

In addition to the missing crew, a slight drop in engine productivity had been noted. No cause could be found. Problems were stacking up.

The lead science officer came in and reported a list of what had been collected on the Gantara moon. Samples of soil, plants, insects, and a bag of small stones had been taken. All had been safely quarantined in the lab and were still confirmed under lock. No viruses had been detected, and nothing harmful had been brought on board as far as they knew. Because of this, the officer reluctantly pointed out that it might be a case of murder, that a crew member may have gone rogue and was killing his crewmates. He said he felt the mystery of the disappearing men had nothing to do with the trip to the moon’s surface. It was simpler than that.

“Murder is always simple, Ehes’en,” the captain said. “But are we sure? One of the crew is behind this?”

“It would be the best explanation.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

“That I don’t know, sir. We’ll continue the search until we find something. Bodies or clues.”

“Now, please.”

The crew sprang into action.

*   *   *
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Engineer Solva couldn’t sleep. Staring at the ceiling in the darkness did nothing to help. Maybe it was this new galaxy. It had everyone on edge. He’d be glad when they finish their science mission and return home. Everyone on board would be glad of that.

Sweat trickled into his eye. He tossed the techline blanket aside and stood up, slammed a finger on the water button, and his glass filled with water. It was cold and went down in one gulp. He drank another, but still he felt restless. Four hours until his next shift, but sleep was not to come. 

Time for a walk.

He toured the lower decks, nodded and smiled at a few people he knew. This wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted solitude, peace and quiet. He entered the maintenance shaft and descended the ladder into the lowest decks where the auxiliary engine rooms were often idle. There would be no one else here at this hour. Rarely at any hour. 

He found a corner and sat on the floor. It felt comfortable to him. There he rested with his back against the wall and listened to the purr of the ship. Down here it was quiet and dark. His eyes felt better in the dim light. It felt good to look at nothing, hear nothing other than the white noise of the ship’s engines. This was nice.

This is alright. Better.

He closed his eyes.

Something tickled his neck. It startled him. Without looking, he reached back and felt a stringy pair of wires hanging down. He made a mental note to check on that tomorrow. For now, no more thought. He slumped down and put his head on his knees. His eyes remained closed.

Eventually, his head fell onto his arms, and the slow engines hummed him into a doze. Gentle, soft. He imagined a labyrinth of wires dancing above his head like a conductor’s wand for a ballet. Expecting only to rest his eyes, sleep came as an unexpected gift.

Some gifts take more than they give.

Never again did he walk the ship.

*   *   *
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Over the next three days, the ship lost its ability to maintain full velocity and dropped down to the lowest speed. The main engines began to fail.

And more of the crew went missing.

After adjusting the ship’s scanners to look for any strand of DNA, not whole bodies, the search team was able to find traces of their mates. The bodies of the missing crew—or what remained of those bodies—were on the lower decks. 

A team was sent to retrieve their corpses, but nothing resembling a human was found. No whole bodies or even whole limbs were left. Instead, they found human DNA among a peculiar growth of plants in a corner of the three ancillary maintenance rooms. Plants had completely taken over all three chambers, growing lush along the walls to the ceiling. It took some time, but they eventually detected the missing crew. Among the leaves were the partially digested remains of their lost maintenance staff and engineers. Almost nothing was left to save. The plants had cleaned their plates well.

The chief science officer was astounded at this discovery and told his captain, “The implications of this are extraordinary. These plants are highly evolved.”

“Yes. In a bad way. I don’t like it.”

“The plants are eating the crew. Do you get how exceptional that is? How extraordinary?”

“I fail to see the humor in this.”

“No joke and no disrespect intended, sir. But it is remarkable to discover such a species, a genus of plant that is carnivorous, one that can kill and digest living beings as large as humans... and apparently with incredible speed and efficacy. To consume a being as large as a man or a woman...” He took off his glasses. “Sir, that is quite a feat, one we’ve never seen before. This is an incredible discovery.”

“Your admiration is noted,” the captain said. “Now get those damn weeds off my ship!”

“Right away, sir. I will need—”

“Yes, whatever it is. The crew and all supplies are at your disposal. I want these man-eating green things eradicated.”

“Immediately, sir. May I preserve one for study?”

“No! And how did they even get on the ship in the first place?”

“Uncertain, sir. The plants we brought on board are still in quarantine and not of the same species. Perhaps seeds were carried on board somehow.”

“Seeds? Carried how? The away team’s clothes were disinfected.”

“Either in the air, the atmosphere, or even in their lungs. Possibly in the food the crew ate on the planet. However, seeds expelled in waste likely could not have grown into full plants so quickly. It is not impossible, but... I think it’s improbable.”

“That fast? It’s only been a week.”

“Unusual and not probable, as I said, but not impossible. Some plants grow very quickly, sir. This geographical area is unfamiliar to us, as was that moon. Thus, the point of the expedition. This is an alien plant species. We can learn much from it. Technically, anything is possible.”

The captain’s face turned red. “I don’t want to learn from them. Get them off my ship.”

“Aye, sir. We will start removing all of them today.”

“Now. This minute. Get to it.” The captain was starting to regret their expedition into this world. He grumbled to himself, “I hate this damn galaxy. Can’t wait to go home.”

The task was harder than expected. The crew worked fast, but the plants worked faster. They grew and moved, expanded... and ate. The offshoot vines were crawling into other parts of the vessel, creeping through the vents and shafts. Already in areas of the ship not yet detected, they were taking over.

As the days passed, the alien vegetation usurped more of the ship and ate more of the crew. Teams fought back with lasers, acid sprays and every type of poison they had on board. They tried fuel, alcohol, toxic gas and liquids, and even tried chopping at the roots with steel swords. Nothing seemed to work. Dark water was ineffective, and even the vacuum of space did not kill them when the lower decks were sealed and the airlocks opened. In every part of the ship, the plants flourished, multiplied and extended their reach, while the crew seemed powerless to stop the overgrowth. They were losing the battle to exterminate the alien weeds.  

They were losing their ship.

*   *   *
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Four days later, the fight had reached a hopeless state. Ninety percent of the crew were gone. The captain imagined hearing their screams at night, echoes of their horrid deaths. Each had been trapped, smothered and digested by grisly means. Some while sleeping in their beds; the unfortunate ones were awake and fought for every breath to the end.

The plants had spread to nearly every room on every deck. Their invasive migration now affected the ship’s controls. Entire systems began to malfunction and shut down. Life support remained on, possibly because the plants needed something from it, but all other systems were in jeopardy. Navigation was impaired; the captain could not properly steer the ship. There were no engines left anyway. Nothing to steer. Only a single thruster still functioned.

Finally, all decks were sealed off, all but deck four. Half of the remaining crew took refuge in the bridge control room, the other half guarded their last thruster. The next day, they lost those men—and the thruster as well—and the ship ground to a halt. It floated in space with a distress signal beaming out into a vast emptiness. As they were not from this galaxy, it might not even be understood.

“We are far from any outpost,” the captain said. “But we must hang on. There is hope.” He did not believe his own words.

With limited food on deck four, the seven remaining officers had two or three weeks to find a solution before running out of food.

By the next day, the entire ship had been overtaken. The halls and vents were clogged, and all systems were dead. The plants enveloped the crew and had consumed all but four: the captain and three bridge officers. They were powerless to stop the feeding. Nothing seemed to halt or contain the alien beasts—because that’s what the captain called them in his journal, beasts born of soil—and his chief scientist was out of ideas. With too little knowledge of this galaxy or the alien plant life, his efforts bore no fruit.

Another day passed. The science officer was eaten while gathering a sample from the corridor.

Three remained: the captain, his first officer and the chief engineer. They took refuge in the control room, the ship’s final clean room. And even that now showed signs of green tendrils poking through one panel, uprooting two buttons.

The captain recorded a final message. Afterward, he locked eyes with his officers. They understood. He added one last line to the recorded message.

“My ship is lost.”

The plants of Gantara had won.
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The seventh game of tic-tac-toe had Tenken more confused than ever. Sam explained the game as they played it on his tablet, but Tenken didn’t understand the point. They played one more, and again it ended in a draw. The result was always the same.

“Every game is a tie,” Tenken said. “I do not see the value in this.”

“I don’t know either,” said Sam, “but you asked me what I meant by tic-tac-toe, and I’m showing you. It’s a game back on Earth.”

They had been crisscrossing the galaxy to avoid starbases or any other ships, so Sam had commented they were playing tic-tac-toe with the galaxy.

“It’s a game,” Sam repeated.

“It is not.”

“We can argue that point later, but... yeah, it’s considered a game for kids.”

“A pointless distraction,” Tenken argued. “Games have more to them. They challenge the players. There should be strategies involved. This... is no game.”

“Maybe it is pointless, but now you know what tic-tac-toe is. See, you’re learning more Earth-isms every day. Progress, my man.”

Tenken waved the tablet away and walked to the other side of the bridge. He stretched his back and stared up at the main viewscreen. Sam went back to his tablet. The others were busy navigating the ship or working the scanners.

The color of the stars shifted briefly to red. It was only for two seconds, then the stars changed back.

“That’s odd,” Bohai muttered under his breath.

During those same two seconds, the mighty starship Praihawk trembled, its bulkheads vibrated, and there was an odd trill to the engines. Sam looked up from his tablet and followed everyone’s eyes to the main viewscreen at the front of the control room. Nothing looked out of place to him.

“What did I miss?”

“Not sure. A red flash,” Bohai said. “Almost purple at the end of it. What was that, Max? Was that an explosion?”

The odd sound coming from the engines stopped, and the ship’s flight calmed. It became a smooth ride once more. The stars looked normal, at least to Sam. A streak of orange particle dust rose up and wafted across the screen. They flew through it with no effect on the ship. Particle clouds were nothing unusual. They had been passing through them for weeks, almost twice a day.

“I did not detect an explosion,” Max said. The android tapped several buttons on a control panel where he stood. “I have no theory as to the cause or source of the anomaly.”

“I’ll bet ten bucks it was a solar flare. Right?” Sam asked.

“That would be an ill-wagered gamble,” Max said. “The instruments do not corroborate the presence of a solar flare.”

“Then what was that?”

“I can offer no explanation.”

“You’re a big help,” Tenken said. “Isn’t that your job, to explain stuff?”

Max adjusted a lever on the scanner. “I cannot explain the inexplicable. I require more data. I shall continue scanning, but we are out of range of those stars. Their distance is too great to affect us here. There is little chance of exposure to the anomaly from here.”

“So, no need to worry,” Sam said.

“I did not say that. For now, we are far, but we are flying toward the anomaly’s location at a rate that may put us within its sphere of influence in approximately four days.” He looked up from the control panel and added, “By your Earth metrics.”

Sam put his tablet down on his lap and swiveled in his chair. “Looks normal to me. Same boring stuff we see every day.”

“We have crossed a barrier,” Max said. “That would be the second time on this journey. What we are approaching may yet be another barrier.” He added, “I have no charts for what is beyond.”

A similar event had occurred the day before. The ship had been flying into unfamiliar space when it hit a sudden wave of colors, an anomaly that caused tremors and affected the ship’s instruments for fifty-three seconds. There seemed to be no lasting damage to the ship or its systems. However, it was disconcerting to the crew. The brief stream of colors could not be explained.

“These things can be expected,” Max warned. “We cannot be sure of anything in this star sector, as this area is uncharted even by the Betamind. Certainly the next one as well.”

They were heading back home, back to Earth. Thus far, the journey had earned them some new friends and a few new enemies, but most of all it had been fraught with uncertainty. Last week they had entered what Max called a “cosmic wasteland” or a desert in space, a vast area with nothing in the way of planets, stars, or life—not even asteroids. There was no way to circumvent the star desert, and it took them until yesterday to reach the other side. During that time, they were not sure if they could trust their eyes or instruments. As far as Max could tell, the ship had sustained no harm. Yet, he said they should be ready for more anomalies ahead. He told them to be prepared for the worst. That was an unnecessary warning. Coming from the android, it carried extra weight.

Now they left the wasteland and entered a new galaxy, one rich with stars, planets, asteroid belts and even two suns. No other ships appeared within range on their sensors. A starbase existed far out of reach. If careful, they could fly along the outskirts of the galaxy and avoid all contact. They flew forward at top speed. Hours later, another flash of light occurred, but little else.

“There are more dangers in the cosmos than dreams in your head,” said Tenken as he relaxed in his chair, eyes closed and arms folded behind his head. He often meditated in this fashion. “A philosopher from my home said that. He also said, ‘We are but fools on a thin wire and only one event away from falling.’ I cannot disagree.”

“Lovely,” Sam said. “Keep your dark thoughts to yourself. I prefer the Earth poet, T.S. Eliot, who said, ‘We shall not cease from exploration.’ I’d like to think he’s right. We boldly go into... the whatever.”

Bohai brushed his bangs aside. “My father was smart. ‘Failure is the greatest teacher.’ He said that.”

“Then we must be getting taught real good out here, man. Every damn day.”

“Right on. This journey has schooled us, all right.”

The two bumped fists.

Max blinked. It was clear he was logging all of these new quotes in his never-ending database of facts and cultural references. Every exchange with him added to his small but growing understanding of humans. The lights on his head briefly flickered.

“Shall we stay on course?” he asked.

“Yes, Max,” Bohai said. “Straight ahead. There’s no way to avoid that mess up ahead, whatever is going on. It’s in our way.” He was referring to the string of planets and the bright flashes beyond them.

Max concurred. “Any detour at this point would cause a considerable expenditure of time.”

“So, stay the course, Max, my man.”

Another bright light flared on the screen. It was far, past the visible planets, only detected on the long-range viewer.

“That one I kinda saw,” Sam said. “I don’t like it.”

Tenken finally opened his eyes and took an interest. He studied the screen for a few minutes. Nothing happened. No more flashes appeared, no particle wisps. “Whatever it is, it’s probably not going to eat us. Relax and stop talking so much.”

“If it’s a black hole, it might eat us,” Sam said.

Tenken pointed to Max. “You, robot, is it a black hole?”

Max tilted his head. “Certainly it is not.”

“Okay then. Cancel emergency alert. Go back to reading or whatever you were doing.”

“Red alert,” Bohai said. “We call it red alert.”

“Interesting. I rather like that.” Tenken closed his eyes and resumed his meditation. “Go back to non-red status. Let’s call it blue-green.”

Sam nodded. “Straight ahead, Max. Steady as she goes.”

Max did nothing. The course had already been set hours ago. There was nothing to do but continue scanning. He had grown used to the human propensity to state the obvious. Sam or Bohai often repeated the directive to stay on course or to go ‘straight ahead’ even though the course was set and it was not entirely straight. He understood that these words gave them comfort. Occasionally, he would even give them a “very well, course laid in,” to make them feel better.

Tenken leaned back and kept his eyes closed. For a long time, they couldn’t be sure if he was sleeping or meditating.

The ship continued forward for another two hours with no incident. The smooth ride unwound the crew. After all they had been through, this wasn’t unpleasant. Sam complained about boredom, but it had its upsides. In some ways, he liked it. A lack of problems was never bad. He just didn’t know if he could take two more years of this. Earth was a long way off. He yawned, folded his arms behind his head and swiveled in his chair. Swiveling the chair made him feel better. This time he kept his eyes closed and imagined the stars outside the ship. 

Meanwhile, Bohai read through more of the star journals and manuals. Kirin and Max steered the ship, and the spider Teak napped in a ceiling corner. The low thrum of the engines was conducive to rest.

*   *   *
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Tenken stood up and walked off the bridge. He had been taking daily walks around the ship for fitness and stress relief. It was an exercise to get his blood pressure down. The ship was not large, so he had to take many laps to the furthest aft chamber and back. He finished his first lap and left the bridge again. 

Minutes later, an object appeared on sensors and triggered a three-beep tone, a proximity alert. This was different from the asteroids they had passed—and there were many—causing occasional course corrections. This one rang differently. Sensors indicated that it was a starship.

Based on the makeup of this new galaxy with its plethora of planets, they knew an encounter was inevitable. Surely there would be starbases, outposts and ships in this world, but the Praihawk was skirting the galaxy’s edge. They had hoped to go unnoticed for a while longer.

No such luck.

“What kind of ship is it?” Sam asked.

“Small,” said Bohai. “Not a warship.”

“That’s a good start. Any idea who they are?”

“Me? No idea. How about you, Max?”

Tenken reentered the bridge while Max was providing specs on the new ship. It appeared to have no weapons and was not showing aggression.

“Good,” Tenken said. “We can take her.”

“We’re not taking anything,” Sam argued. “We’re going to hail them. Friends. We want to be friends.”

Max pointed out that a ship being small did not mean it was less effective in weaponry. “Their armaments are unclear, and they are still nearly three times the size of our craft. We should proceed with caution.”

“You said it was small.”

“Yeah, well... it is small,” said Bohai. “But bigger than us. It’s not a big warship like the Ahlottru Mantis or Saraid ships, but it’s not a small transport either. It’s medium.”

“Medium.” Sam laughed and sat down at the control panel. “Is that the technical term? I like it. From now on all ships are gonna be classified as small, medium and large.”

Bohai flicked Sam’s ear. “Your brain is medium.”

“Ouch.”

“I can’t get a reading on their weapons.”

“To be precise,” Max said, “we cannot get readings at all
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