
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Shadow of a Memory

by Elizabeth McCoy

 


Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2011 Elizabeth McCoy

Cover art by Stephie Stone, colors by Elizabeth
McCoy

No dice were rolled in the creation
of this story, but the Kintaran name is derived from a planet in
GURPS Space Atlas 3, while Kaa and Sparrials are
from GURPS Aliens, and the tech is frequently
inspired by GURPS Ultra-Tech. All are used with
permission of Steve Jackson Games. Title inspired by a song by
Cynthia McQuillin.
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Glossary

 


Kaa – Not a Kintaran word. Kaa are a
snake-like reptilian race: raiders, slavers, and pirates
(technically "privateers" of the Kaa Empire) at the fringes of
"civilized space." They eat sapient species – including other
Kaa. To Kintarans, they smell delicious.

KSAI – a date, measured in years
since the fall of the Kintara Station Consortium and the reign of
its current Wahn.

Merfah – a rabbit-sized, warm-blooded,
scaled, egg-laying, six-legged marsupial, native to Kintara. Yummy
to Kintarans.

Sida – Bane, or "terror."

Sparrial – Not a Kintaran word.
Sparrials are a furred, bipedal alien race with a wedge-shaped
head, stereotypically over-represented among thieves, smugglers,
and anarchists.

Wahn – captain, or leader. Plural:
Wahnt.

 


Kintaran Language Names

 


Choli – "Two-ing," Wahn (Captain) of the
Damarro.

Damarro – Very brave.

Fara-Leet – Warm-eyes, a gunner on the
Blackshadow.

K'farasin – "Like a wildfire,"
Communications Officer of the Thunderstorm.

Kaa-Sida – Bane of Kaa, Wahn (Captain)
of the Blackshadow.

Nalehtar – "I make things," Chief
Engineer of the Blackshadow.

Nil-arro – Not-brave, secondary Sensor
Ops on the Blackshadow.
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17 KSAI

 


Wahn Half-Ear, of the
Kaa-raider Thunderstorm, yawned. "Weeeeeelll, Brindle?" he
asked his sensor operator.

The tabby shrugged. "I thought I caught a
hyperdrive emergence over here."

K'farasin, comm ops., hissed a snicker at him.
"We're supposed to be chasing Kaa, not hyperspace
anomalies."

Brindle growled back at her, and Half-Ear had
to step over and bat both of then across the top of the head to
prevent a brawl on his bridge. He rubbed his maimed ear as he paced
back to his control pad. He'd gotten it at the hands of Kaa-Sida
herself, when he was a young and drunken fool, trying to join that
legendary Blackshadow. Not that even its Legend had
protected it, apparently. It had been gone for more years than he
cared to think about, reported lost when Cub of Bloodfangs
showed up with nothing in its hold but comm-relays, and these days
Half-Ear was Wahn of his own little
raider . . .

K'farasin smacked Brindle's out-stretched
hind-leg, and Half-Ear conceded that maybe Kaa-Sida's "Nobody on my
ship who can't fight their way on" policy had merit, since it had
likely kept the childish testing down a little.

"Are we a starport bar or a Kaa-raider?" he
inquired sweetly.

"Raider," Brindle muttered, turning back to his
sensors. He frowned, and his ears went back. "Wahn, there's
something . . . Hyperdrive emergence!"

"Battle stations!" Wahn Half-Ear roared,
sending his gunners scrambling for their launchers and
point-defense lasers. He wished he'd had enough money to buy
hyperdrives.

"Multiple emergence!" Brindle howled. "Three
total, powerplant sigs match known Kaa make. They're all twice our
size, Wahn!"

Half-Ear was too busy throwing the
Thunderstorm into evasive patterns to answer. He'd known
he'd regret not having a neural interface to pilot his ship one
day . . .

One of the Kaa ships vanished again and
re-appeared in a microjump, cutting off one of the few directions
Thunderstorm might have escaped on.

"Target that one," Half-Ear snarled to his
gunners. At least they could damage one of the cursed enemy
before being taken down . . .

The Kaa ship had more engine than was fair. It
microjumped again, appearing just far enough away that most of the
missiles lost target-lock long enough to be vaporized with
ease – several thousand marks-worth of hardware,
wasted.

Another of the Kaa microjumped, forcing
Half-Ear to break off an evasive maneuver in the middle. The
Thunderstorm shook as a few atomics got through
point-defense. If the Kaa had been doing more than toying with
them, Half-Ear knew that they'd all be vapor. Preferable,
considering what Kaa did with prisoners – especially
Kintarans.

Dimly, he heard Brindle muttering, "There's
that twinning anomaly again."

Then the Kintaran hunter-ship appeared on the
visuals, and lit into the Kaa ships like the legendary Bane of Kaa
herself.

Wahn Half-Ear didn't ask questions. If luck had
put a real huntership here in time to let him escape, he
wasn't going to waste the chance.

He was half a parsec away before he stopped to
look at the sensor logs Brindle had kept. Then, pale nosed, he set
course out of the border-space, aimed for the nearest
station.

 


****

 


4 KSAI

Shaman Light-caller yawned,
tongue curling, and tried to look attentive again. Electronics, he
liked. The mysteries of hyperdrive engines, he could live without
knowing. Unfortunately, he didn't dare show his growing boredom to
the scar-laden black-and-gray whorled tabby in front of him,
Engineer Nalehtar. Nalehtar didn't want a flightly shaman in
his Engineering section – an attitude that Light-caller
found fascinating – and therefore, as curious about the
forbidden as any Kintaran, Light-caller had wheedled a mandate from
Wahn Kaa-Sida herself. Such a favor was not to be granted
frivolously, so Light-caller would just have to sit through the
in-depth, minutely detailed, careful explanation of the esotericies
of hyperspace physics, the way the engines tossed the ship into
hyperspace, the way the capacitors gave the engines the sudden huge
burst of energy they needed, and every unique wrench and screw
associated with servicing those capacitors and engines. There were
a lot of screws involved, it seemed.

"And that is the basics of Engineering,
shaman," Nalehtar finished, politeness overdone and straining at
the edges. The engineer held out a text-reader and a small case of
disks, lips quivering as he kept his smile from showing teeth.
"Here are the technical manuals, for your enjoyment, shaman. Maybe
I will have another apprentice here someday?"

"Maybe," Light-caller replied, taking the
offered materials and retreating from Engineering. Spirits of his
ancestors knew that there was little enough to read on the
Blackshadow currently. In the last year, Kaa-Sida had
conceived a desire for a larger, more powerful ship. The rest of
her hunter-clan agreed with her, and so everyone was doing without
luxuries while the money built up in the banks. This meant that,
while technical manuals and tactical works were easy to come by,
new mystery novels were nonexistent. Light-caller was practically
shedding himself bald in frustration. He was convinced that if he
didn't get the third of the Ghost Hunting books, Something
Bad Would Happen, probably involving Kaa-Sida sitting on him and
pouring vile anti-seizure medications down his throat while the
ship careened through space in time to his convulsions.

 


***

 


It was a quiet watch, as usual for this section
of the border-zone. Wahn Kaa-Sida yawned, with her metal fangs and
pink tongue brilliant against her space-black fur. Arms crossed,
she allowed her blood-red eyes to droop closed and leaned her
humanoid upper torso back a little as she tucked her felinoid
forepaws under her lower-chest. She didn't quite curl up and go to
sleep on her control-station pad, but the idea was tempting, even
for a professional Kaa-hunter Wahn like herself.

Scale-biter yawned and flicked his ears.
"Incoming comm from the scavenger-ship."

Kaa-Sida slitted one eye open, knowing the
effect was like a thin wound appearing. "Cub of Bloodfangs
is going to be even more delayed?" she asked.

Her tawny comm-officer wrinkled his nose and
dropped his gaze in assent. "They say they've got a warp-engine
flaking out, and their hyperdrive capacitors aren't holding their
charges right."

"Acknowledge them and find out their new
arrival time for the rendezvous coordinates."

Scale-biter ducked his head and muttered into
the comm-console.

Kaa-Sida sighed and brought one hindfoot up to
scratch an itch between her upper shoulders – carefully, since
she'd cyborged her middle claw on each hindfoot, and her medical
staff would have hysterics if they stitched up such a
self-inflicted wound.

She should have known that working with a
scavenger-ship as cheap as Cub of Bloodfangs would be a
trial. However, if she wanted the money from salvaging the Kaa
ships she killed, she had to have some way of hauling the prize
back to civilized space. She could prize-crew some captured ships,
but if it had been blasted into something hardly better than scrap?
Her Blackshadow was a hunter-ship, not a tug or freighter.
Cub of Bloodfangs was a modified ore-freighter, hungry both
for the percentage of the take that they'd contracted, and for the
scraps of reflected glory that it got working for
Blackshadow.

A little too hungry for money, it was turning
out. Cub had delayed their patrol into the deeper areas of
"No-Being's Space," and thus their likelihood of getting a fat Kaa
ship. And every delay meant wasted potential credits, which meant a
delay in getting her new ship. Cub was getting more and more
"expensive" with every passing day . . .

Scale-biter spoke up again. "They say at
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