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Introduction

Space, the scary frontier…

Star Traks chronicles the voyages of the truly inept

Their continuing mission: to simply survive

To seek out new life and flee from it

To boldly screw up where none have screwed up before!



The Star Traks Nexus and Corner Grocery Store is the hub for several collections of comedic stories that take place in the Star Trek universe. Originally started by Alan Decker in 1996 and expanded on by various authors over the years, Star Traks stories are generally humorous attempts to build our own crews out of unique characters and stick them in situations a bit too ridiculous for regular Trek. At least until Lower Decks came along, they’re right on par with our level of silly. But hey, we were here first.

Star Traks: Howlers is a bit different. I was working on my usual Star Traks series somewhere around the time The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim came out, and I spent a weekend playing through some of the werewolf quests. This lead to a very bizarre nightmare about a Starfleet ship crewed by werewolves.

This nightmare would eventually crystallize into the idea of a Starfleet ship using a group of werewolves as a security team. Originally intended to be a single story, I wrote three or four Howlers stories before I began hitting some of the worst writer’s block I’ve ever had. It was so bad that a full eight years would pass between Howlers #5 and #6, and nearly twelve years from the very first Howlers story to the very last.

Originally intended to be mostly comedic, you’ll find that Howlers turns serious, even dark at times. Part of this is where the story took me, but a lot of it is a result of moving from my very late twenties all the way to my early forties in the course of writing it.

Either way, I hope it takes you less time to read it than it took me to write it!


Credits

I’d like to thank Sarod (whoever they are) for creating an excellent Intrepid-class USS Voyager model and for making it available online for use. It took only a few minor modifications to get it working properly in Blender, and gave me a handy stand-in for the Intrepid-class USS Farkas featured in this story.

The background cover art was generated with Bing Image Create AI. Nothing else was.



More great Traks content:

Star Traks: The Original Series

Star Traks: The Vexed Generation

Star Traks: Waystation

Star Traks: Silverado

Join the discussion at the Star Traks Forum, or email us at boldlywhoah@star-traks.com.
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Loupapalooza

Ensign Greg Mayle groaned as he lay on the bio-bed.

“He’s coming around,” a voice said.

“OK. Now remember what we talked about,” another voice replied, “Try to break the news easy this time. The last guy that got sent our way was hiding in his quarters for a month,”

“Can you really blame him? These guys are pretty much f-”

“Quiet!”

Mayle rolled onto his side, opened his mouth and vomited profusely into a strategically placed bucket.

“HAH!” the second voice exclaimed, “Told you we’d need the bucket!”

“OK,” the first voice sighed, “I’ll give you your fifty credits after we get this guy out of here.”

“Where am I?” Mayle asked, opening his eyes and squinting into the light. Why the heck did sickbay designers always put the lights right over the head of the bio-beds?

“You’re in Sickbay,” the first voice said immediately. Looking around, Mayle spotted a fairly non-descript man wearing the blue-collared uniform that put him in Sciences or Medical. Considering he was in Sickbay, Mayle decided it was the latter.

“I’m Dr. Wolfman,” the man went on, confirming Mayle’s theory, “Turns out you’ve had a bit of an accident,”

Mayle looked down and quickly checked himself out. Arms & fingers? Check. Legs & toes? Check. Genitals? Check. Vision, hearing & smell? Check.

Monster headache, sharp stomach-ache and massive nausea? Check and mate. But at least he was in one piece.

“How long was I out?” he asked.

“You were in stasis for about two months,” the second man replied. Mayle looked around, but didn’t see anybody.

“Down here,” the voice added, sounding annoyed.

Mayle struggled to sit up a bit, then noticed the other man. This one was wearing command red, and was maybe five feet tall. He was fairly slender too.

“I’m Captain Harth,” he introduced himself.

“Two months?” Mayle asked.

“Do you remember what happened?” Dr. Wolfman asked.

Mayle thought back. He’d been working on the security team aboard the USS Aerostar-A, on a mission to the Gamma Quadrant. Something to do with establishing better diplomatic ties with the Dominion, even though the big war had been years ago. There’d been a planet…guard duty…and some sort of snarling alien monster!

“I think…I think something tried to eat me!” he said shakily.

“Excellent!” Wolfman exclaimed happily, “Your memory is coming back!”

“Wait…something DID try to eat me??”

“Well, it took a big bite of you,” Harth said, “But you’re OK now. Your doctor put you in a stasis tube and shipped you to us.”

“Um…”

“Do you want the good news, or the bad news?” Wolfman jumped back in.

“Uh…the good news?” Mayle gulped.

“I replaced your spleen, liver, pancreas and large intestine,” Wolfman said, looking very pleased with himself, “The replicated organs have integrated themselves nicely. The old ones are over there if you want them, but I can’t imagine why you would,”

Mayle looked in the indicated direction, but all he could see was a pile of bloody hamburger. Wait a minute….that wasn’t hamburger!

“BLLAAAHHHHHH!!!!!” he puked again, this time with greater force.

“The bucket was definitely a good idea,” Captain Harth said, sounding strangely upbeat.

“What’s the bad news?” Mayle asked, wiping his mouth.

“Hmmm?” Wolfman had been studying his medical tricorder, “Oh. You’ve been infected with an incurable alien disease.”

“In…in…infected?” Mayle gulped.

“That’s why you were sent to this ship,” Harth said, “We’re…um…specially equipped to help you manage your condition,”

“But…but what’s wrong with me! Am I going to get sick?” Now Mayle was really starting to get scared.

“No, nothing like that,” Wolfman assured him, holding a padd in one hand and a very sharp-looking scalpel in the other, “Some medication, some counselling and you’ll be able to manage. Now, just sign this waiver so I can start taking tissue samples!”

“Easy, doc,” Harth shook his head, “Let’s let him settle in before you start taking him apart!”

“Humma…humma…humma…” Mayle stuttered.

“No, not literally,” Harth said, patting him on the shoulder, “He’s just researching your…condition.”

“For a cure?”

“Something like that,” Harth smiled.



“You’re aboard the USS Farkas,” Chief of Security Lieutenant Commander Alice Travs explained to Mayle as she led him down the corridor, “Intrepid-class, fairly standard. We did get a nice set of sensor-reflective shields to make it a little easier to sneak around,”

“Why would we be sneaking around?” Mayle asked.

“The ship is operated by Starfleet Intelligence,” Travs explained, “The missions vary, but the overall goal is the deployment and extraction of the Howlers. That’s our security team,” she added for good measure.

“And what kind of missions do the…Howlers…do?”

“Oh, take over this outpost, hold that position, extract some whining hostage. Ordinary security stuff,” Travs shrugged.

“That sounds more like Federation Marine stuff,” Mayle frowned.

“Well, we have a few abilities the Marines don’t have,” Travs gave a small smile.

“Like what?”

“All in good time,” she said, “Your personal effects should be in your quarters. I think I saw a stasis tube in there…do you have a pet?”

“Yeah. A cat,”

“Ah,” now Travs definitely looked amused, “Well, here are your quarters. I’ll see you in the squad room in half an hour. Enjoy!”



Leaving Mayle to his new rooms, Travs returned to the Howlers Den, basically the security team squad room and training facilities. The locker & gear room was empty, but the sound of conversation coming from the adjoining briefing room told her that her troops were present. She checked herself in the mirror, making sure she was presentable. She was a petite woman with chocolate coloured skin and a slender figure. Definitely not the kind of person you’d expect to see on a security team, never mind leading it. She turned away from her reflection and stepped through the door.

“Atten-TION!” Lieutenant Morreth shouted as Travs entered.

“Relax,” she snapped, “and Morreth, I swear to God, if you don’t stop doing that I’m going to gag you!”

“It is proper protocol,” Morreth said indignantly. He was Klingon, but lacked the usual burly build of a warrior. Instead, he had a swimmers build and pale, almost pasty-looking skin. It wasn’t exactly a mystery why he’d chosen Starfleet instead of service to the Empire, “And yelling at me in front of the troops isn’t,” he finished, mostly to himself.

“OK people, our next mission,” Travs said, “The Farkas is on course for Yanpir IV. There’s a Cardassian colony there that’s been taken over by an Orion Syndicate group,”

A hand went up.

“Why do we care?” asked Ensign Nacht, “I mean, I know the Cardassion economy went to hell, but what do we have to do with their Orion problem?”

“Starfleet feels exactly the same way,” Travs nodded, “But Starfleet Intelligence sees this as a chance to remind the Orions that we’re not going to look the other way while they play at being warlords. So our job is to go in, wrest control of the colony from the Orions, then get out before the Cardassians send their own reinforcements. If they manage to scrape together enough ships to send reinforncements, that is.”

“Are we taking the new guy?” Lieutenant Vanheath asked.

“Good question,” Travs replied, “Absolutely. Which means we have to be…discreet on this one,”

There was an assorted collection of shouts and complaints until Morrath shouted for silence.

“Hey, the Captain wants us to start this new guy off easy, OK?” Travs said, “Besides, you need some practice doing things the old-fashioned way. The new guy will be here in fifteen minutes. Nacht, I’m putting him in your team.”

“Goody,” Nacht sighed, “I get a rookie,”

They were in the process of going through the mission details when there was a commotion outside.

An average-looking ginger-blond human came crashing through the doors leading to the corridor, his arms frantically reaching for the cream-coloured ball of fur that had attached itself to his back. The thing was hissing and screeching, clawing at the poor guy.

“This is Ensign Mayle,” Travs introduced him calmly as he flailed around the back of the room, “And his cat, I believe,”

Instantly, the heads of every member of the team snapped around, gazing at the hissing animal. As if sensing the attention, the cat stopped its attack on Mayle, looked around the room, hissed, then took off out the door.

“I don’t know what happened!” Mayle whimpered, “Felix’s never so much as scratched me before!”

“Don’t worry,” Ensign Packman, a lanky human with unfortunate acne scarring assured him, “We’ll…take care of him,”

“Mayle, meet the squad,” Travs said, “You’re on Beta Team, along with Paulsan, Syl and Porkchop. Ensign Nacht is Beta Team leader. Lieutenant Vanheath leads Alpha team, his guys are Packman, Trimble, Vorns and Johnson. Lieutenant Morreth is my second in command. Now, we’ve got gear set aside for you. Suit up; we beam down in thirty minutes!”

“A mission?” Mayle objected, “But I just woke up an hour ago! Shouldn’t I be on…sick leave or something?”

“Why?” Morreth demanded, “Are you sick?”

“Well I…” Mayle paused. Actually, he felt really good. The nausea, headache and stomache-ache were all gone. His back burned a bit from Felix’s claws, but even that wasn’t too bad.

“No, I guess I’m good to go,” he muttered.

“Good! No malingerers here!” Morreth gave a toothy grin, “Let’s go!”



Half an hour later, as promised, the Farkas dropped out of warp in orbit of an unpleasant looking greyish planet. Beta Team was in Transporter Room 2 along with Morreth, while Travs was with Alpha Team in Transporter Room 1. Seconds after the ship dropped out of warp, Mayle felt himself dissolving then rematerializing on the planet surface.

Beta Team immediately spread out, taking cover behind the big rocks that littered the landscape. There wasn’t a lot of vegetation on the planet, and the dingy grey sky had him doubting that the place was even habitable. But sure enough, his tricorder showed a concentration of life-signs in the valley ahead; mostly Orion but with a cluster of Cardassians that might be prisoners. Snapping his tricorder shut he pulled his phaser rifle back up and followed the team as they started moving towards the colony. Alpha Team had beamed down five kilometres from their location and had likewise started moving, the plan being that the two teams would converge on the Orion-held control center.

“So, first day on the Farkas, huh?” Ensign Syl, a stocky human of French ancestry, whispered amicably.

“Uh-huh” Mayle muttered back.

“I remember my first day,” Syl said wistfully, “They had to lock me in my cabin for a month,”

“Why?” Mayle asked, “What’s with all the hush-hush, and the-”

“Quiet,” Morreth ordered, “I think I hear…hey, did anybody see my tricorder? I think I dropped it,”

Paulson, Syl and Porkchop and Nacht all groaned.

“Again?” Syl, asked, “Merde, boss!”

“We can’t stop to look for the damned thing!” Paulson sighed. Paulson was an alien, but she was one of those aliens that was almost impossible to distinguish from a human without a vivisection.

If he’d been any other Starfleet officer assigned to a new ship, Mayle might have been aghast at the apparent incompetence. But being from a ship named Aerostar, he was used to dealing with crewmates who weren’t exactly the best of the best.

“Alpha Team to Beta Team,” Travs’ voice came over the comm, “Looks like they’ve picked you up on scanners. We’ve got a group of Orions headed your way. Nothing our way yet,”

“Acknowledged,” Morreth replied, “We…uh…see the same thing,”

“No you don’t, you lost your tricorder again, didn’t you?”

“Um…”

“Look, just don’t get anybody killed except the bad guys, OK?”

“Yes ma’am!”

The group had paused behind a low hill. Morreth thought for a moment, then turned to the others.

“We’re going to run along there, staying low enough for those scruffy-looking trees to give us cover,” he said, “From there, it’s a quick jog into the colony, then we can-”

“Drop your weapons, Federation scum,” a deep, growly voice snapped.

“We’re boned,” Mayle groaned, dropping his weapon along with the rest of the team.

While chatting, the team had been surrounded by no fewer than a dozen Orions. Some of them held phasers, the rest held knives or even axes.

“Just what do you think you’re doing here, humans?” the leader growled.

“Killing you all,” Morreth said, trying to sound like a warrior, but sounding more like the nerdy kid claiming he could blow up the bully’s printer with a well-placed computer virus.

“I’m not talking to you,” the Orion backhanded Morreth, sending the Klingon flying back to the ground. He turned back to the human-looking members of the group, “Starfleet wants us dead, huh? I wonder what they’ll want after we send you back to them…in pieces!”

“Uh…boss?” one of the other Orions was looking at Morreth, “What’s wrong with his face?

Morreth’s eyes seemed to swell, his pupils changing to vertical slits. His teeth, already the standard toothy Klingon assortment, seemed to be growing right out of his mouth.

“Colis!” Syl rolled his eyes, “You should not have done that!”

“I just had this uniform tailored,” Paulson complained, “You KNOW the replicators never get my measurements right!”

The Orions were looking uneasy now.

“Fine,” Paulson muttered, “Let’s do this,”



Mayle was pretty sure he was still in Sickbay, under the effects of some really great medication, because what happened next had to be some sort of drug trip.

All five of his teammates simultaneously broke out in dark brown fur, writhing as it spread down their arms and across their faces. Their uniforms bulged as their bodies contorted, shoulders bulking up like linebackers, their upper bodies thickening as their rib cages pushed outward and as muscled rippled across their backs. He watched in horror as Paulson’s mouth elongated into a snarling muzzle filled with wicked teeth and a long, lolling tounge. Her ears became pointed and moved up to the top of her head and long, sharp claws extended from her fingers. Her uniform split apart as she grew, falling in tatters to the ground to reveal a pair of overstretched pink spandex shorts that quickly vanished into the thick fur, and a big bushy tail. She arched her back, roaring at the sky.

Morreth, or at least the snarling beast that used to be Morreth, had jumped to his feet and struck the lead Orion full out. Blood sprayed across the ground, along with most of the alien’s entrails. Syl gripped another Orion with both enlarged hands, then his jaws darted forward and locked on the Orion’s head, tearing it off with a loud crunch.

Paulson and Nacht were each eviscerating the now-fleeing Orions, while Porkchop had pounced on a fleeing alien and was in the process of reducing him to bloody scraps.

In seconds, it was over.

Mayle was still in the exact same spot, in the middle of the carnage. He was cowering in a standing fetal position, and he was pretty sure he’d wet himself. The big beasts that used to be his new crewmates were stalking around the area, looking for any remaining bad guys. Well, most of them were. It looked like Syl had gotten his target’s head stuck in his mouth and was making rather pathetic whimpering noises as he tried to spit it out. One of the other beasts, Paulson maybe, stalked over, grabbed the head by the hair and yanked. Syl yipped in pain, then his mouth snapped shut. He licked his chops, then his eyes fell on Mayle.

If he hadn’t wet himself before, he definitely did now. But the beast just gave a friendly little yip, then turned away.

There was a crashing sound from the nearby bushes, then Lt. Cmdr Travs and Alpha Team burst out. She surveyed the situation, then let her phaser rifle dangle on its sling.

“I TOLD you guys to be DISCREET!” she snapped. “Where’s Morreth?”

One of the beasts, this one wearing barely visible red spandex shorts (with a strategically placed hole for his tail) ambled over.

“What did I tell you?” she demanded.

Morreth just sort of grumbled, then started to turn away.

Travs grabbed him by the muzzle and pulled his head back.

“I SAID NOT TO SCARE THE SHIT OUT OF THE NEW GUY!” she yelled.

Mayle watched in amazed terror as the dainty woman pulled the panting animal’s snout down to her eye level.

“If you don’t learn to keep your guys under control and do a SIMPLE attack mission without screwing it up, I’ll have you all neutered! I don’t care if they grow back when you change!”

With that she pushed him away and walked over to Mayle.

“Don’t worry,” she said as she reached out to give him a lift, “At least you didn’t run screaming like an idiot. The last guy who did that…well…Porkchop mistook him for one of the bad guys,”

Mayle looked over at what he thought was Porkchop…the beast in the green shorts. He was straddling the body of the last Orion he’d killed, muzzle buried in the aliens chest cavity. Sensing Mayle’s gaze, he lifted his head, looked over, licked greenish blood from his chops, then buried his snout back into the alien’s rib cage.

“Wha…wha…” he stuttered.

“Morreth, get these guys under control!” she snapped. Morreth stalked over to Porkchop and gave him a backhand hit. With a yelp, Porkchop fell off the Orion, then skittered away. Travs turned back to Mayle. “Some of the…uh…animal urges are a little hard to control.

“I-Is that why Syl’s humping that tree?” Mayle managed to get out, pointing at the orange-suited beast. It had jumped onto a half-fallen tree and was thrusting for all it was worth. A few paces down, Nacht had found a perfectly healthy tree, had lifted a leg and was proceeding to mark his territory.

“I can’t take these guys anywhere,” Travs shook her head in disgust, “Look, can you hold yourself together until the Farkas swings back to pick us up? There’s still another two dozen Orions in the colony.

Biting his lip, Mayle nodded.

“Great,” Travs handed him her weapon, “OK, Alpha Team, the jig is up. Let’s at least have some fun until the ship gets back!”

And with that, her uniform tore to shreds as she transformed into yet another beast. Mayle backpedalled as the remaining human/humanoid members changed, each one giving out a loud roar as the transformation finished.

Travs reached out with one hand-paw, tucked Mayle under her arm like a football and ran towards the colony with the rest of the pack.



The rest of the mission was short and very bloody. The Orions barely lasted five minutes before meeting death at the razor-sharp claws or crushing jaws of the transformed security team. The Howlers sent Nacht to unlock the holding facility where the Cardassian colonists had been imprisoned, but none had actually been eager to step outside while he was still around. Travs plucked Mayle from the alley where she’d hidden him, then led the team to the beam-up point. The rest of the mission was short and very bloody. The Orions barely lasted five minutes before meeting death at the razor-sharp claws or crushing jaws of the transformed security team. The Howlers sent Nacht to unlock the holding facility where the Cardassian colonists had been imprisoned, but none had actually been eager to step outside while he was still around. Travs plucked Mayle from the alley where she’d hidden him, then led the team to the beam-up point.

Suddenly, the beasts around him seemed to deflate. Muscles shrank, fur disappeared and muzzles retracted back into ordinary mouths. The sound of shifting bones put Mayle’s teeth on edge, but he managed to hold onto his lunch this time. (Possibly because he’d already puked up everything he possibly could have.)

“That was SO much fun!” Paulson laughed, opening a hidden flap on her shorts and pulling out a bikini top.

“Urp,” Porkchop belched, “Excuse me. Must be someone I ate,”

“That’s disgusting,” Syl muttered.

“Uh-huh, we saw you getting intimate with that tree,” Porkchop shot back.

“Hey, you know how bad the…urges…are!”

“Does anybody still have a comm-badge?” Morreth asked, “Mine fell off my shorts again,”

As Nacht called for beam-out, Morreth turned to Mayle.

“Honestly, most of our missions go better than this one did,”

“Uh-huh,” Mayle managed to mutter.



Back on the ship, Mayle went straight to the Captain’s ready room.

“You didn’t tell me I was going to be working with a pack of MONSTERS!” he accused.

“You didn’t ask,” Captain Harth shrugged.

“I didn’t think I had to!” he snapped. Mayle paused, suddenly remembering who he was talking to. “Uh…sir.”

“It’s natural for you to be a little upset,” Harth said, gesturing for Mayle to sit, “In fact, I prefer it. Ensign Purkcap started giggling like a schoolgirl when he found out. Creepy as hell.”

“Purkcap?” Mayle asked.

“Sorry. I guess he goes by Porkchop now,” Harth corrected.

“Look, sir, just give me some straight answers, please,” Mayle said, “What ARE they?”

“They’re a group of Starfleet Security officers,” Harth said immediately, “Most of them are human, though of course there’s the Klingon, the Rigellian, an-”

“Humans don’t turn into hairy monsters,” Mayle interrupted him.

“Have you seen Vanheath’s chest hair?” Harth joked, “All kidding aside, I’m sure you’ve read stories about werewolves before, right?”

Mayle laughed. Harth didn’t

“You’re kidding,” Mayle’s smile fell flat.

“Sort of,” Harth admitted, “Look, Dr. Wolfman is still trying to understand it. They’re not actually werewolves…that would be ridiculous. It’s some sort of virus that infects humanoid life-forms and starts messing with their DNA. We’ve never seen anything like it before. All we know is that every officer that’s been infected served at least one tour in the Gamma Quadrant. The current theory is that it’s probably something they picked up dealing with the Changelings, or from one of the animals on the current Changeling homeworld.”

“That makes sense,” Mayle said slowly.

“And that’s really all there is to it,” Harth shrugged, “Starfleet doesn’t want these guys on their ships for obvious reasons, we can’t release them into the public for the same reason, and Intelligence practically drooled over the chance to have a pack of werewolves at their beck and call.”

He frowned.

“Don’t call them werewolves, by the way. They really don’t like it. They don’t really care for ‘Type-5 Psionic Anomaly’ either, which is SI’s official term for them.”

“Great,” Mayle said. This wasn’t too bad. People turning into werewolves was ridiculous, superstitious nonsense. But a group of Starfleet officers suffering from the unfortunate effects of an alien virus…well that kind of thing happened all the time! Why, if only they’d told him sooner, it would have been no problem!

“So why am I mixed up in all this?” he asked.

Harth blinked.

“Why are…oh…” he smiled weakly, “You remember that ‘incurable disease’ Dr. Wolfman mentioned to you?”

Mayle stared at him in realization, his expression shifting to one of utter horror. Then he lost consciousness.

Harth got to his feet, came around his desk, then prodded Mayle with his foot.

“Still much better than the guy that started giggling,” he shrugged.



After being called to the bridge to help drag Ensign Mayle down to his quarters, Lt. Cmdr Travs returned to the Howler’s Den. Most of the Howlers had finished their post-mission clean up, but Morreth and her two team leaders were still there checking over gear. Ensign Syl was still standing in front of a mirror near the showers, clad only in a towel, trying to pick the last few remnants of Orion from between his teeth.

“-don’t know why she was yelling at me,” Morreth was saying, “They’re YOUR team,”

“But we work for you,” Nacht pointed out, “You’re supposed to set the tone. But onto more important matters…what colour should the new guy’s shorts be?”

“Aqua?” Vanheath suggested.

“But I thought Packman was already teal…wouldn’t that be confusing?” Nacht asked.

“Oh. Um…banana yellow?” Vanheath asked.

“What part of ‘break the new guy in easily’ are you idiots just not getting?” Travs demanded, stepping into the room, “First you botch your attack approach, then you all change right in front of him without a hint of warning, now you want to make him run around in yellow spandex? You guys are sadistic!”

“Nature of the beast,” Vanheath said darkly.

“Don’t let Commander Belis hear you talk like that,” Travs warned him, referring to the Farkas’ first officer, “He’s always giving me a hard time,”

“So what?” Nacht shrugged, “If he gives us trouble, we’ll just have Syl chew his arm for a while,”

“I keeps telling you guys, I don’t eat peoples!” Syl called from the shower/bathroom area. He frowned as he dug one last chunk of green from between two teeth and flicked it into the garbage, “That is Porkchop’s raison d’etre,”

“Then maybe you can hump him into submission!” Nacht corrected with a laugh.

Travs crossed her arms, unimpressed.

“You boys do realize that if Harth and Belis convince their superiors we’re more trouble than we’re worth, we’ll end up locked up in a Starfleet Intelligence science lab for the rest of our lives?” she reminded them.

That stopped the laughing.

“Well…at least until they found a cure,” Vanheath said, uncomfortably.

“To Grethor with that,” Morreth broke into the conversation, “I am not interested in a cure! If Starfleet Int decides they don’t want us, the Empire would gladly take us on,”

“Oh you’d love that, wouldn’t you,” Nacht turned to the Klingon, “A chance to go back as something other than a skinny weakling!”

“Why you!” Morreth surged at Nacht. Vanheath and Travs held him back.

“Get out of here,” she said to all of them, “Get yourselves calmed down, then bring your teams to the holodeck at 2100,”

“What’s at 2100?” Nacht asked.

“We have to see whether or not the new guy is truly one of us,” Morreth said ominously.

“One of us, one of us,” Nacht and Vanheath started chanting, as if on cue. They broke into giggles.

“Can’t take them anywhere,” Travs said to herself, turning to leave just in time to hide her amused expression.



Greg Mayle woke up in another strange bed, the second one of the day. With a groan, he pushed himself into a sitting position, then realized that the strange bed was actually HIS bed, in his new quarters aboard the Farkas.

“I was really hoping that was just a nightmare,” he groaned.

“MMEEERRRRROOOOWW!”

He looked over to see Felix sitting in front of the doorway to his living area. He looked back at him, then hissed.

“Oh, what’s your problem?!” he demanded, “You just spent two months in stasis! I’m the one that had half my guts replaced!”

Another growl.

He climbed out of bed. Felix jumped to his feet, arched his back and hissed again as his heckles lifted.

“I’m not listening to you,” he said firmly, “And, for that matter, I’m not sitting alone in my quarters having a conversation with a cat!”

Avoiding the angry animal, he slipped into his bathroom, started his sonic shower and began undressing. In spite of himself, he couldn’t help but check his backside in the mirror for a tail.

“I’m not a monster,” he said to himself firmly, “It’s a mistake,”

Felix didn’t reply.

He stepped into the shower and let the sonics wash over him. After a moment, he changed the selector from ‘sonic’ to ‘water’ and sighed in pleasure as a wave of hot water washed over him. That was better. He’d had a rough day, he needed to relax.

He looked down at his torso, checking for scars. He could see a patch of shiny new skin where Dr. Wolfman had opened him up to replace his damaged organs, but no sign of anything that would become a scar.

Why had Wolfman done that work anyway? Why hadn’t his doctor on the Aerostar-A at least done that much before they stuck him in a suspended animation tube and shipped him off?

The obvious answer was that Starfleet knew exactly what had happened to him, when it had happened to him. Which meant that this had happened often enough that the ships in the Gamma Quadrant knew to watch for it. In fact, considering the number of Howlers on the ship, it must have happened at least eleven times before it happened to him.

“Would have been nice if they’d warned the lower decks about this,” he muttered.

What would his mother say if she knew he turned into a hairy animal at the full moon? For that matter, would he turn on a full moon? The Howlers seemed to transform at will.

He looked down at his hand and willed it to change. He imagined the long claws sprouting from his fingertips, the coarse hair sprouting on the back of his hand.

Nothing happened.

Not sure if he should be disappointed or relieved, he shut off the water and got dressed.

Felix danced back out of his way, still hissing as he stepped into his living room. He stood in front of the replicator for a while, then decided he needed to get out of his quarters.

Maybe supper in the lounge would work a bit better.



Located at the front of the ship on Deck 2, the Farkas’ mess hall was fairly small. Most of the facilities on the ship were fairly small, considering the ship only had 15 decks and about 150 crewmembers. Designed for shorter missions, as opposed to the massive vessels built for long term exploration, the Farkas had in fact left Deep Space Nine only two days before.

It was half an hour before the shift change, so there were only a few crewmembers sitting at the small, gray tables. Most of the people lined up at the replicator were having their meals replicated ‘to go’.

Mayle got in line behind a Vulcan male and waited. The Vulcan turned, regarded him for a moment, then spoke.

“You are Ensign Mayle,” he said, “If memory serves, we picked you up at Deep Space Nine.”

“Greg,” Mayle said pleasantly. He knew better than to offer his hand to a Vulcan…being touch-telepaths, they disliked physical contact.

“Fascinating,” the Vulcan replied, “I am Lieutenant Soruk, Science Officer,”

“Ah,”

They picked up their meals, but as Mayle turned from the replicator he saw that Soruk had just taken the last available seat at his chosen table. Mayle settled in at the next table over.

“So what sort of science work do you do on this ship?” he asked, “Lt Commander Travs told me the ship mostly just ferries around the…uh…”

“The wolf-pack?” one of the other officers at the table laughed. Judging by his blue collar, he was probably also on the science team, “Yeah, between shuttling them around and studying them, they keep the rest of us pretty busy. You must be new…you one of the new engineering guys we picked up last week?”

“Ensign Mayle joined us at Deep Space Nine,” Soruk said before Mayle could answer.

Instantly, a chill seemed to settle over the table.

“Oh…you’re the guy Dr. Wolfman was working on,” another officer said, “Well…welcome to the ship,”

With that, they turned back to their own conversation.

Slightly taken aback, Mayle started picking at his pasta. He downed a few bites, but something just didn’t taste right. He was debating a return trip to the replicator when a heavy hand fell on his shoulder.

“I think you’re in the wrong room, furball,” a deep voice grunted.

Mayle turned around to see a hulking Xenexian and an equally hulking Andorian standing behind him.

“I thought this was the mess hall,” he said, confused.

“It is,” the Andorian said, “But do you see a doggy dish anywhere?”

“What?” Mayle looked helplessly over at Soruk’s table. The other three officers were pretending not to notice, but the Vulcan turned to regard the situation.

“There is no logical reason why the Ensign cannot consume his meal here,” he told the two.

“We don’t want him here,” the Xenexian said, digging his fingers deeper into Mayle’s shoulder as the Andorian closed in, “That’s reason enough.”

A sudden surge of anger running through him, Mayle shrugged the alien away.

“Back off, blueberry!” he growled, starting to rise.

“Bad dog!” the Xenexian said, pushing him back in his chair, “Sit! Stay!”

Several of the other crewmen nearby chuckled.

“He thinks he’s people!” the Andorian remarked, “Sitting at the table and everything!”

“What’s going on here?” another voice broke in. Mayle and his two assailants turned to see a dark-haired man in command red stepping through the double doors.

“Nothing, Commander Belis,” the Xenexian said, “Just having a little chat with our…new colleague,”

Mayle looked around, but nobody was about to contradict him.

“I’m sure you’ve been briefed on his situation.” Belis said, stepping over to the replicator and grabbing a bowl of soup, “And I’m sure you won’t mind if Mr. Mayle and I have a little chat of our own?”

“No sir!” the Andorian said smartly. The two grabbed a couple of meals to go and left.

Evidently the three officers accompanying Lt. Soruk had finished, as there were also standing to leave.

Belis sat across from Mayle.

“Sir,” Mayle started, “I-”

“I’m not stupid, Ensign,” the commander replied, “I know what was going on.”

“Why-”

“Why would a pair of Starfleet Intelligence officers have a problem with a potentially dangerous threat? Is that what you’re about to ask?” Belis said bluntly.

“I just sat down to have dinner!” Mayle blurted, “I’m not dangerous!”

“That remains to be seen,” Belis said after a moment. “Look, Ensign, I’ll be honest with you. I know you didn’t ask for this, and I’m sorry it happened to you. But until we find a way to cure you and the rest of the werewo…the rest of the security team, I think you’re all very dangerous. So do a lot of people on this ship,”

“But I haven’t done anything!” Mayle said, “I’ve never…changed, or anything! I still think this is all some kind of mix-up!”

“Maybe,” Belis conceded, “But I still believe in being careful.” He spooned up the last of his soup then stood to leave.

“By the way, it would be better if you avoided the mess hall from now on,” he said, “Some of the crew are a little uncomfortable with the Howlers, and I’d hate for there to be any more…misunderstandings.”

With that, he left.

Mayle sat there for a moment, trying to understand what had just happened.

“If you are free tomorrow, I am most eager to begin my scans of your physiology,” Soruk commented.

Maybe it was time for a workout, Mayle thought glumly as he left the mess hall. Dinner sure as hell wasn’t helping him relax.



Travs, Morreth, Nacht and Vanheath, along with most of the Howlers, were lounging under a simulated sun in Holodeck 2 when the heavy doors hissed open and Ensign Mayle was shoved roughly through.

“Hey,” a stocky Tellarite shouted in, “This one was in our gym. Why don’t you show him where he can play?”

“Try to keep him off our lawn,” a second voice called.

“Come in here and say that!” Morreth shouted.

The two SI officers exchanged a glance, then looked at the half-dozen visible Howlers. Travs crossed her arms and gave the two a dark look.

“Sorry ma’am,” the Tellarite said, looking abashed.

“Just helping him back to his part of the ship,” his partner added. They quickly left.

As the doors hissed shut, Travs sighed.

She got up and walked over to Mayle.

“I’m sorry, Ensign,” she said, “I thought you’d be sleeping a little longer. Did they give you much trouble?”

Mayle quickly told her about his encounter in the mess hall.

“I don’t get it,” he said, “I’ve had crewmates injured, infected or disfigured before…but everybody always pulls together until they recover.” He frowned, “Or die.”

“They fear us,” Morreth said, “They know we could kill them all in about fifeteen minutes,”

“Unfortunately, he’s mostly right,” Travs agreed, “It’s easy to console a wounded friend, but you know how uncomfortable some people get around sick people. And when those people have a serious disease, the fear is even worse. Imagine dealing with people who’s illness happens to turn them into perfect killing machines?”

“But they can’t…it’s not catching, is it?”

“No…and in Fraks case, that’s part of the problem,” Nacht piped in.

“Fraks?”

“The Xenexian,” Nacht said, “He was on a tour in the Gamma Quadrant. He was slashed by some kind of animal on a moon in the Changeling’s home system and sent here. But the virus didn’t take. It vanished from his system almost immediately.”

“So he’s not…one of you,” Mayle said.

“One of us,” Travs corrected.

“They kept him on board, since this ship is sort of secret,” Vanheath said, “But I think he’s jealous,”

“Ah,”

The conversation died down and Mayle started looking around. The holodeck was simulating a cottage in the middle of a thick forest. Several lounge chairs had been setup on the broad lawn, and a small pool rippled nearby. The cottage itself was an almost disgustingly rustic two storey affair, complete with a little white picket fence.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“Grandma’s cottage,” Vanheath replied with a twisted grin.

“Huh?”

“Go in and see,” Vanheath shrugged.

Hoping the holodeck safeties were on, Mayle opened the door and stepped inside. The foyer was empty, the small living area deserted. He peeked into the kitchen, but aside from a pile of dirty dishes it too was empty.

He heard something from upstairs.

He climbed the steps, then turned down the narrow hall. The sound was coming from the last door down…

He pushed the door open, then gave a yell of surprise as he found himself confronted by one of the Howlers in beast form, dressed in a pink flannel night-gown and cap. The beast was sitting up in a small bed that barely seemed to support it, with a big, fluffy comforter drawn up to its waist and a book carefully clutched in one clawed hand.

The beast looked back at him, almost seeming to grin.

“My,” Mayle said, recovering from his earlier shock, “What big teeth you have, grandma,”

With an urf-urf-urf of laughter, the thing went back to its reading.



“At least he didn’t pass out, wet himself or run screaming that time,” Paulsan said to Nacht as Mayle walked back out of the cottage, “That’s gotta be a good sign,”

“Let’s hope,” Nacht replied.

“So, you guys spend a lot of time here?” Mayle asked.

“The captain set aside this holodeck for us,” Travs said, “We also have our own dining and workout rooms just off the squad room.”

“These SI guys are such a welcoming bunch,” Vanheath said dryly.

“Anyway, let’s get down to why you’re here,” Travs said, growing serious. The rest of the Howlers were gathering around now.

“Why are we here?” Mayle asked, suddenly nervous. He noticed that night was quickly falling over the holographic forest. And, big surprise, it was a full moon.

“The transformation isn’t easy,” Travs said, “Especially the first time. It takes a lot of effort. But it gets easier over time.”

So that was it. They expected him to…wolf out.

“Look,” he said, “I’m sorry about whatever…disease you guys have, but I tried this in the shower. I tried to get my hand to change. Nothing happened!”

“You can’t just change part of yourself,” Vanheath said stripping down to his brightly coloured shorts, “It’s all or nothing.”

With that, he closed his eyes. Fur rippled across his body and his bones rearranged themselves. His torso and arms elongated, his legs thickened with bunched muscle. His snout pushed out, and he let out a loud howl as the transformation finished.

Shaking his head, he dropped to all fours and ran into the woods. Mayle stared as he returned a moment later, a stick the size of a small tree clenched in his jaws. He dropped the stick in front of Mayle, stood back up on his hind legs and yipped playfully.

“You guys are…in control, when you do this?” he asked.

“More or less,” Travs said. She nodded at Syl, who was in the process of changing, “There are a lot of animal instincts to deal with, and some of us are better at dealing with them than others. But you’re still…you.”

“Uh-huh,” Mayle noticed ‘grandma’ coming out of the cottage, discarding the pink night attire and pouncing on Syl. The two rolled around on the grass, wrestling.

All around him, the Howlers were changing to their beast forms. Nacht was chasing a rabbit, a rabbit that quickly died in a spray of holographic blood.

Mayle suddenly felt very, very out of place.

“What about the full moon?” he asked.

“Not an issue,” Travs said slowly, “At least, not as far as we know.”

Nacht had come up behind Travs, walking on his hind legs, his chops still damp with holographic rabbit blood. He gestured at Mayle.

“You’re right, I’m sorry,” she addressed Nacht, then turned to Mayle, “We’ll have plenty of time for details later. Change,” she gave him a grin, “Little Red Riding Hood’s going to be here any minute now. You don’t want to disappoint her!”

“But…I…”

“Focus your mind,” she told him firmly, “find that animal inside you, and let him out.”

She grimaced, then sighed.

“I know, that sounds horribly cliché,” she said, “But it’s the best way to describe it.”

Looking around nervously, Mayle closed his eyes and focused.

“Nothing happened,” he said, his eyes popping back open.

“Try harder than that!” Travs crossed her arms, “I know this is new to you, and we all know you didn’t want it. But you’re already aboard the Farkas, which means you’re either going to be a Howler, or you’re going to be a bitter officer forced to babysit a bunch of freaks. Now what’s it going to be?”

Mayle honestly wasn’t sure what the answer to that question was. OK, no, he didn’t want a disease, and he didn’t want to eat anybody! But at the same time, the chance to turn into something other than just another human was…alluring. Something about running through the night, chasing prey and hunting with the rest of team seemed to call to him. In a way that was almost…familiar?

He closed his eyes again, and tried to channel that call into his body, to let every part of him, every cell and every molecule hear that call.

After a moment, he cracked open one eye.

Nothing had happened.

Travs was looking at him expectantly…so was the entire squad.

Mayle looked back at her, confused.

“Well, that’s not what I expected,” she admitted.



“Couldn’t this have waited until morning?” Dr. Wolfman asked. He’d met them in Sickbay and proceeded to lead them to Science Lab 3, which had been setup specifically for studying the Howlers. Mayle had been pushed onto a slightly reclined scan platform and a variety of sensor devices had descended around him.

“We tried for half an hour,” Travs said, “Even Porkchop managed his first time after ten minutes or so!”

“Well, I could give him a Viagra and let you two try again in twenty minutes,” Wolfman joked.

“Not funny, doc,” Travs said.

Mayle lay quietly as the scanners did their work. Just like in the shower, he was somewhere between relief and disappointment. Relief because maybe he was right…maybe this was a big mistake and he wasn’t actually a freak of nature. Disappointment because part of him really did want to…er…let his hair down. To become something savage and brutal…unstoppable.

“Well, he’s definitely infected,” Wolfman said after a moment, “The virus is in his bloodstream.”

“They why can’t he change?”

“No clue. You might remember that this whole thing is a bit of a mystery to us,” Wolfman said dryly.

“Maybe I’m getting better?” Mayle commented.

“Hmmm…possible, but I doubt it,” Wolfman said, “We had a couple of cases where the virus disappeared shortly after the subject was exposed, but that doesn’t seem to be happening here.”

“I’ll need some time to review these scans,” he said, “For now, I suggest you go to bed and get some rest. Try again tomorrow.



Mayle went back to his quarters, tried to ignore Felix’s startled growling when he stomped through the doors and tried to pretend that he hadn’t realized that his quarters, his teammates’ quarters, the Howler’s Den, Holodeck 2 and the security team’s dining and fitness facilities were all on the same two decks of the ship. Whoever was running this show had probably figured it would be more ‘efficient’ that way, but it also conveniently isolated the infected officers from everybody else.

He collapsed on his couch, only to have Felix jump on his lap, clawing angrily. With a curse, he retreated to his bedroom, barely closing the doors before the enraged feline could get in.

Blowing a breath out, he undressed and collapsed onto the bed.



The next day, after eating a quick breakfast in the Howler’s mess hall (and not having anybody threaten to kick him out), Mayle met with Morreth, Natch and Vanheath in the holodeck.

“Maybe we’ve just got to set the mood,” Natch said.

“Is that why we’re standing in the middle of the Cryptkeeper’s house?” Mayle asked dryly.

“Just try it!” Natch said.

Again, Mayle closed his eyes and imagined the changes coming over his body.

Nothing happened.

“Well, I didn’t think this scene was going to help anyway,” Vanheath shrugged, “Computer, load ‘American Werewolf in Paris’!”

This time, Mayle found himself in the middle of a crowded yet dilapidated church. A bunch of poorly dressed youths, evidently in the middle of some kind of party, were watching a group of monks inject something into their arms. Suddenly, the monks began transforming into beasts similar to, but not quite the same as the Howlers.

“At least we don’t have to do that,” Nacht said.

The holographic werewolves were now proceeding to slaughter the crowd of partygoers. Mayle`s stomach turned as he watched one werewolf eviscerate a dark-haired, shirtless male. Morreth was unconsciously licking his lips.

“I don’t think this scene’s going to help either,” Mayle said.

“Just try!”



By the time they broke for lunch, they’d tried fifteen different settings, mostly fictional, but also an empty field during a full moon, a bleak-looking grotto, even Stonehenge. Nothing worked.

They left the holodeck and returned to the mess hall for lunch. Nobody said anything, but it was clear that the other Howlers didn’t know what to make of him. Morreth, Nacht and Vanheath were friendly enough and Travs stopped by to say a brief hello, but the other team members stayed at their own tables, shooting questioning glances at the team leaders.

The doors hissed open, and everybody except Mayle turned to see who it was, some of their nostrils even flaring as they sniffed at the air. It was Dr. Wolfman.

“I…uh…wanted to discuss your test results,” he said. Syl had started sniffing at his back. Wolfman started to look back over his shoulder, but Porkchop pulled Syl away just in time.

“What did you find?” Mayle asked eagerly. Around him, the Howlers weren’t exactly being subtle in their attempt to listen in.

“You’re infected,” Wolfman shrugged, turning back to him, “We already knew that. But the amount of virus in your system is lower than expected, though it is rising.” He shifted in his seat. “Anyway, if you have any further questions you know where to find me. I’ll…just be on my way,”

With that, he made a quick exit.

Travs smacked Syl upside the head.

“It’s no wonder the rest of the crew doesn’t like us!” she snapped. Mayle was looking down at his lunch. Travs gave Morreth and the team leaders a little ‘get to it’ gesture.

“The change is not always easy,” Morreth said, sitting across from Mayle, “Especially if you have already changed that day. The most any of us has been able to manage is three in one day,”

“It’s got to be something in your head,” Vanheath said, half to himself, half to Mayle. He was starting to pace, Nacht folling in step. It might have started as pacing, but it quickly changed into something resembling a pair of predators circling their prey. “Some kind of block…”

“Almost like you don’t really want to be one of us,” one of the other Howlers called out.

“I’m trying, I really am,” Mayle said quietly, “You think I want to spend the rest of my career with the other pricks on this ship?”

As he said it, he knew it was true. As long as the virus was in his system, he had two options: join the Howlers or try to fit in with the crew. And they hadn’t exactly rolled out the red carpet for him.

He closed his eyes again and focused every piece of willpower he had on ‘bringing out the beast’, as Travs had put it.

Nothing. He opened his eyes to see eleven disappointed faces looking back at him.





The Howlers had another mission the next afternoon, after Mayle endured another evening largely spent hiding from his cat. This one wasn’t as major as the Orion operation…simply a fugitive who was trying to hide out on an isolated planet. Travs beamed down in human form, with the rest of the squad changing in the transporter room before beaming down. The transporter operator had swallowed nervously as she watched, then nearly jumped out of her skin when Mayle stood next to her at the transporter panel.

“I’ll take over monitoring,” he said.

With a grateful smile, she proceeded to get the hell away from the lot of them.

Mayle sighed, then started following the team with the transporter sensors. The mission wasn’t complicated; the guy was a convicted serial killer from a colony world with a knack for technology. He was an expert at hiding his life-signs, and while that might be a problem for a standard Starfleet security team it wasn’t an issue for a wolf pack and their combined noses.

Several hours later, after combing a large area of terrain with amazing speed, the pack started converging on Packman’s position. The enemy had managed to lead them on a chase that would have confounded any other team, but once Packman caught his scent it was just a matter of time.

“Travs to Farkas, I need a site to site,” the comm chirped, “I need to be there to arrest him in person,”

“So to speak,” Mayle muttered as he worked the transporter controls.

He was definitely not in a good mood. This state of limbo was only a couple of days old, but it was already old news. He just wasn’t used to being the outsider! At the Academy, he’d been pulled into his squad, then his sector almost at once. Both ships he’d been posted to, the USS Constantinople and the USS Aerostar, had been quick to welcome him onto their crews. This middle ground, with the SI crew on one side and the Howlers on the other, was really starting to piss him off.

“Farkas, we’ve apprehended the fugitive,” Travs’ voice came over the comm, “Beam us up now, then bring up the rest of the team on my order,”

“Acknowledged,” replied Captain Harth’s voice.

Mayle slid his fingers up the sliders and watched as Travs and a very frightened-looking lizard-alien appeared.

“What WERE those??” he was saying frantically, “What planet are they from? Or are they something you crazy Starfleet people cooked up in a lab??”

“Get him to Sickbay,” Travs ordered two regular security officers who had just stepped through the doors, “Make sure Dr. Wolfman gives him a good memory wipe,”

“Memory wipe? Hey! You can’t do that!” the reptile shouted.

As the first officer led the criminal out of the transporter room, Mayle beamed up the first six Howlers. They’d already changed back to their human (or equivalent) forms and looked just a bit silly standing there in their spandex.

“Nice undies,” the second guard said as he was leaving.

“Kiss my ass!” Porkchop called out, turning to show the guard his backside, complete with a bare patch of exposed skin right at his tailbone. Morreth bared his teeth and cocked his fist, only to be held back by Nacht. Oblivious, the guard left.

“I’ve gotta ask,” Mayle said, hoping to defuse the tension, “Why the fluorescent spandex?”

“It’s a little hard to tell us apart, otherwise,” Nacht said.

“For people, anyway,” Vanheath corrected.

“Yeah. People have a terrible sense of smell,”

They started giggling, until Travs threw folded uniforms in their direction.

“Cover up, pups,” she said, “Post-mission in fifteen minutes.

Maybe this was his lot in life, Mayle thought to himself. Maybe the Howlers and the Farkas crew really did need him. It was clear the Farkas crew had problems with their charges, and it was equally clear that antagonising a dozen werewolves was the path to bad, bad news.

But maybe he could…bridge that gap? The Howlers didn’t really accept him, but they could deal with him. And if the Farkas crew learned that he couldn’t wolf out on them, maybe their relations would improve?

Right. Then he could deal with both sides, but not belong to either one.

“Thanks for keeping an eye on us, Mayle!” Paulsan have him a smile as she finished dressing and walked towards the exit.

He forced a smile.

“No problem!”



The first thing Mayle heard when he opened his door was the sound of purring. For one split second, he thought that maybe he’d have a peaceful night. Then he noticed that his couch and his chair were both shredded beyond repair, with bits of fluff floating in the air. The few knick-knacks he’d unpacked were scattered across the floor, mostly broken, and the standard-issue Starfleet Plant-in-a-Vase had been knocked over, the water soaking into the carpet.

As soon as Felix saw him, he jumped up from where he’d curled up in the remains of the couch, flicked back his ears and hissed.

“Why, Felix?” Mayle asked tiredly, “Is it the new ship? Is it the werewolf thing? I can’t help either one, you know! And I’m not even a real werewolf!”

He stepped towards Felix, only to have the cat jump away and scamper between his legs. He darted at him, barely missing his tail as he ran out the door. That little rat! If he really had been a wereworld, he’d turn fuzzier than that damned cat and swallow him whole! If ONLY he he could!

Grabbing the cat-sized stasis tube, he ran towards the door.



“I guess he’s not one of us after all,” Morreth said to Travs.

“How’s that even possible?” Nacht asked, “He has the virus, right?”

“Right,” Travs nodded.

“But he can’t…perform…”

“Look, we don’t even understand what we are, how are we supposed to figure him out?” Travs shook her head, then stopped. “Hey do you hear that?”

“Aw, look,” Morreth pointed, “His cat got out again!”

The cream-coloured cat suddenly bolted, running past them.

“What the-”

Mayle quickly followed, stasis tube in hand, his lips pulled back in an angry snarl.

“GET BACK HERE YOU STUPID CAT!” he shouted.

Travs shrugged.

“Well, he may not be a real Howler, but I’d say he’s got the right attitude anyway,” she said.

“Liaison officer?” Morreth asked.

“Lord knows we could use one on this ship,” Travs agreed.

“At least we’ll have somebody on the squad the crew won’t be terrified of,” Nacht added.

“Shall we help him out with his little problem?” Travs suggested.

“We talking kill or capture?” Morreth asked.

“Capture, you idiot. You think killing his cat would get him on our side?”

“Good point,”

With matching roars, the three of them transformed to wolf form and took off down the corridor.
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Heads or Tails?

Mayle was running.

That wasn’t new. In fact, nothing about the situation he found himself in was new. The dark, hazy forest around him, the crunch of twigs and other debris as his heavy foot-pads came crashing down, the feel of loamy soil on his clawed fingertips as he moved on all fours.

The prey he was chasing wasn’t new either. He’d hunted this prey dozens of times, never quite able to see it but always aware that it was there in front of him. He sprinted, but the blurred form he was chasing matched his speed, remaining out of reach.

He could see a thick copse of trees straight ahead. His prey darted straight in, vanishing in the thick branches. He had it now! He quickly circled the bunch of trees, not seeing a single moving leaf. His prey was hiding! Victory would be his!

He jumped into the trees, scattering leaves and branches in all directions.

But where his prey had been, there was now only a small pile of dry, bleached-white bones.

Mayle bared his teeth, threw back his head, and howled.



“What do you suppose he’s dreaming about?” Dr. Brent Wolfman wondered, looking down at the unconscious form of Ensign Greg Mayle as he lay on the double-width bio-bed in Science Lab Three. Mayle was curled on his side and his arms and legs were twitching. Every now and then his mouth opened and he gave an odd little grunt.

“Logically,” Lieutenant Soruk arched an eyebrow, “Considering that he reported experiencing the same dream repeatedly over the course of the past week, we can conclude that he is again dreaming of hunting while in a wolf-like form,”

“Yeah,” Wolfman hasn’t taken his eyes of Mayle, “My dog used to twitch his legs in his sleep like that. I guess now I know why,”

“Let us continue our scans,” Soruk said flatly.

“Right,”

As the Chief Medical Officer and Science Officer respectively, Dr. Wolfman and Lt. Soruk were responsible for leading the study of the Howlers: the dozen (minus one) Starfleet officers and crewman that had been infected with a strange virus that manifested itself with symptoms that were disturbingly similar to Terran werewolf mythology. The Howlers could change at will into a beast that resembled a cross between a humanoid and a big, shaggy wolf. Capable of walking upright or dropping to all fours, the Howlers’ sharp claws, nasty teeth and ability to (mostly) maintain their humanoid intelligence while in beast form had inspired Starfleet Intelligence to group them together into a special assault team. They’d collected enough scientists to study the virus, enough support personnel to get the Howlers to whatever planet they needed to go to, dumped the whole lot on the Intrepid-class USS Farkas then proceeded to classify the whole project so deeply that sometimes the Farkas’ crew themselves weren’t sure whether they were still real, or merely a figment of some demented imagination.

Ensign Mayle was the ‘minus one’. Despite having been infected by the same virus as the rest of the Howlers and despite exhibiting similar changes in behaviour, he was completely incapable of transforming into beast form. Lieutenant Commander Alice Travs, the Farkas Security Chief and leader of the Howlers, along with her second-in-command Lieutenant Morreth and team leaders Ensign Nacht and Lieutenant Vanheath, had spent hours trying to help him through. However, despite cravings for rare meat and the strange nightmares, Mayle was the same man he’d been before he was infected.

More or less.

“Don’t you sometimes just want to lock them all in isolation chambers and poke them with a stick just to see what would happen?” Dr. Wolfman asked, a big grin on his face.

“Highly illogical, as the specimen would no longer be in isolation once we entered to initiate the stick-subject study,” Soruk said, “Or were you considering automated methods?”

“Whatever works,” Wolfman shrugged.

“And what would we expect to learn from such an undertaking?”

“How humanoid-form werewolves react when subjected to repeated negative stimuli,” Wolfman replied.

Soruk frowned.

“Was that not the basis for your experiment involving electroshock and early 21st-Century Terran rap music?”

“And look at how much we learned!”

“And yet, the exploratory surgery you insisted we perform on Ensign Purkcap taught us nothing about human anatomy that we did not already know,”

“Keep your voice down, Peter Pan, we don’t want him to hear us!”

They were quite for a moment.

“Perhaps we could perform exploratory surgery while one is in beast form?” Soruk suggested.

“Sure, as soon as we find a sedative that works on them when they’re all furred and fangy,” Wolfmen replied.

“AHHHH!!”

With a shout, Ensign Mayle sat straight up, his head darting around.

“Easy there,” Wolfman said, setting down his medical tricorder, “You’re in the science lab. Remember? We’re studying your brainwaves? While you sleep?”

“Right, right,” Mayle said, taking a deep breath, “I’m OK,”

“Tell me about your dream,” Wolfman said eagerly, “Was it the same as before? Did anything change?”

“Um…it was mostly the same,” Mayle said, trying to recall. Dreams got hazy so quickly, “Except at the very end,”

“Yes?”

“Well…whatever I was chasing turned out to be just bones,” Mayle frowned, “That’s the same as always. But then right after, I was…I was in a small, white room. And there were these two veterinarians there. One had a scalpel, and the other was holding a black and yellow book that had ‘Castration for Dummies’ on the cover,”

Mayle gulped.

“What do you think that means?”

“Oh…I’m sure it’s nothing,” Wolfman smiled pleasantly, “Now, why don’t you head on back to work. And tell Ensign Syl we’ll be ready for him first thing in the morning,”

“Sure thing, doc,” Mayle replied.



It was the end of his shift, so Mayle returned to his quarters. In the week since he’d joined the Farkas crew, he’d had his couch and chair replaced and had finally gotten his quarters into order. As the door to the corridor hissed shut, he walked over to his small desk and brought up the days messages. One was from Ensign Nacht, reminding him that there was a Beta Team training exercise in the Howler holodeck at 0800 the next morning. Another was from Counsellor Tomillo, asking him to meet with her to discuss an incident between Crewman Vorns, a Howler on Alpha Team, and another crewman from engineering. Also, at 0800.

Sending a message asking Tomillo to reschedule the appointment, he sent Nacht an acknowledgement, then walked over to his couch.

He was actually feeling pretty wired. He’d slept all afternoon, after all. It was a little early for supper, maybe a workout would be in order?

He glanced over at the stasis tube that contained Felix, his cat. Since he’d been infected with the Howler virus Felix had hissed, slashed, growled at and generally despised him. After he’d shredded Mayle’s couch, Mayle had stuffed him in the stasis tube and left him there. Unfortunately, Felix hadn’t been the only one to react negatively to the news. The Farkas crew didn’t exactly appreciate having a dozen freaks of nature on their ship. Most of them were just uncomfortable with the Howlers, but some were downright hostile. And Mayle, as the only person infected with the virus but unable to transform into a rampaging beast, had been appointed the brand-new liaison officer.

Which meant that the Farkas crew treated him like one of the Howlers, the Howlers didn’t know what to do with him, and his cat treated him like mouse poop.

Biting his lip, Mayle realized he would be spending another quiet evening alone in his quarters.



“OK, team,” Ensign Nacht said, “Today we’ll be practicing a routine assassination. Scenario is that our target is a public figure, often in the media. Planetary police forces have verified evidence of his crimes, but he’s got the legal system tied up in knots. Starfleet, of course, has no jurisdiction in this kind of thing, but Starfleet Intelligence wants him removed. And the best way to ensure nobody suspects anything is with a good, old-fashioned animal attack,”

“Ensign Mayle will handle our command point, while we each take turns sneaking in close enough to take out the target,”

Mayle raised his hand.

“Who’s the target?” he asked.

“Ah!” Nacht looked at the padd in his hand, “Today we have a man who, in the early 21st-Century, terrorised millions. He was seen as a scourge on the face of humanity…it was decades before the rest of the world forgave Canada for spawning this creature,”

“Mobster? Crime lord?” Mayle asked.

“Worse,” Nacht replied, “Justin Bieber,”

Everybody shuddered.

“Wait,” Mayle said, “we’re practicing by killing an annoying celebrity?”

The Howlers looked blankly back at him.

“Who else would we practice on?” Porkchop asked, looking confused.

“Nothing, never mind,” Mayle muttered.

Mayle set himself up with surveillance and communications gear in an empty building near the singer’s mansion. The communications gear was decidedly one-way, since the Howlers couldn’t speak English in beast form. But the surveillance equipment would help him practice tracking them while they trained, and both Nacht and Morreth would want to go over his recordings to assess the training.

OK, so it was mostly busy-work since he couldn’t actually practice with the team, but Travs insisted that if he was going to be their liason officer instead of another obnoxious Farkas crewmember, he had to train with them.

“Porkchop, you go ahead and start first,” Nacht called.

Porkchop walked nonchalantly along the sidewalk, near the wall of the singer’s large home. He looked around, shed his shirt, then changed.

His skin turned dark, then sprouted thick fur; short on his arms and neck, longer on his head, down his neck and across his back. His arms lengthened, his chest and back swelled out with the sound of cracking ribs and a thick layer of muscle grew across his body. His mouth pushed out into a canine snout, his teeth sounding almost like popcorn as they changed.

As soon as the transformation was complete, Porkchop leapt over the fence with a single jump. Mayle’s viewpoint followed him as he jumped through an ornate window, leaving the drapes in tatters. He ran through the house, his claws skittering across the marble floors. Within a minute he found a music room where a blond, dainty human male was singing.

“Baby, baby, baby, baby, baby, baby,” Bieber sang loudly.

Porkchop staggered, the boys annoying, high-pitched voice tearing through his sensitive hearing. Then he pounced. There was a flash of teeth, a splash of blood, then the wall was covered in a spray of Bieber-bits.

Porkchop was still clawing at the corpse, ribbons of flesh flying under his razor-sharp claws. He managed to snag most of them between his jaws, wolfing them down.

“Porkchop, you still have to escape,” Mayle reminded him.

On his screen, Porkchop abruptly looked up, then bolted back the way he came. Once he was back outside the fenced yard he changed back to human form, picked his shirt up off the street, dressed, and walked calmly away.

“Not bad,” Nacht said, “But…”

“But?” Porkchop asked.

“Well… you changed in plain sight. Anybody could have seen you,”

“Oh,”

“Paulson, you’re up next,”



Paulson’s approach was to slip into the house by jumping into the back of a garbage truck, changing while it drove into the yard then climbing onto the roof of the house. She found a skylight over the practice room. A single well-placed jump and she smashed through the skylight, landed on top of Justin Bieber and squashed him flat. She ripped off his head for good measure, then dug her claws into the wall and hauled herself back up to the skylight and out.

“Better,” Nacht said, “But what’s one advantage that Porkchop’s plan had,”

“It looked more like a random animal attack,” Mayle answered over the comm, “At least to the average passerby. Who’s ever seen a wild dog sneak in through a skylight?”

“Right,” Nacht looked around, “Well, I guess since Syl’s in the science lab, that just leaves me.

Nacht walked right past the big house until he reached a small park. One minute he was walking along a path near a waste canister, the next he disappeared from Mayle’s view. After a moment, the system caught a glimpse of him transforming in the middle of a low bush.

The bushes rustled as he crept, low to the ground, to the edge of the park. He darted into an alley, then quickly sprinted down the alley and leapt the fence into the Bieber residence. From there he smashed through the front door, located his prey (this time squawking something about stars in the sky) and tore the obnoxious brat to bloody shreds.

He retraced his course, changed back to human form, retrieved his cloths from the garbage can and returned to the rest of the team. Mayle came out of the observation post and joined them.

“Of course, this approach wouldn’t work very well if there was heavy surveillance around,” Nacht conceded, “But SI has other assets for those cases. Most of our targets are relatively low-tech.”

“Can we do Kim Kardashian next week?” Paulson asked eagerly.

“Add her to the list,” Nacht shrugged, “No shortage of annoying celebrities to shred.



After the training exercise, Beta team started cleaning up while Alpha Team was helping out with day-to-day security tasks.

“Colis,” Ensign Syl complained as he entered the Howler’s Den, AKA the security squad room and training facilities, “I don’t know what they did to me in the science lab, but it feels like I’ve been poked all over with a stick,”

“Any bruises?” Ensign Paulson asked.

Syl, already stripping down on his way to the showers, started looking around his body. He tried to check his back, but couldn’t turn his neck around enough. Within seconds, he was spinning around, trying to catch a glimpse of his own backside.

“Use the mirror, dummy!” Paulson laughed, “And your thingy is showing,”

Syl held a towel over his groin, then backed up to the mirror.

“No,” he said, “No bruises. But I still ache,”

“Maybe I could…massage you better!” Paulson jumped at him, her hand going for his flat stomach.

“Tummy rub!” Syl laughed, “No! That tickles!” He fell back against the wall, but Paulson moved in without mercy. Within seconds, tears were streaming down Syl’s face as his left leg started beating at the ground.

“HEY!” Lieutenant Morreth barked, his voice somewhat high-pitched and whiney for a Klingon, “What do you two think you’re doing?”

Paulson immediately stopped and stepped back.

“Improving morale, sir!” she said smartly.

“I see that,” Morreth growled.

Syl picked his towel up off the floor and covered himself again.

“Clean yourself up!” Morreth ordered, “Travs is getting mission orders from the captain. She’ll be down to brief us in an hour,”

Mayle, having already showered, looked thoughtful as he left.



“It’s like they didn’t even realize what they were doing,” he said.

“Ensign Syl didn’t know that Ensign Paulson was giving him a tummy rub?” Counselor Becky Tomillo asked, “As though they were overtaken by a hostile alien intelligence?”

“Um, no.” Mayle frowned.

“Then you mean that Ensign Paulson, in an uncontrollable fit of rage, attacked Ensign Syl, who for some reason thought he was getting a tummy rub?”

“NO!”

“Those poor, poor, mutated souls,” Tomillo said sadly, “We need to get the entire squad into intensive therapy. Oh, how horrible,”

“They knew what they were doing!” Mayle said, trying to ignore what he’d just heard, “It was just ordinary locker room stuff,”

“Stuff?”

“Y’know,” Mayle shrugged, suddenly a bit embarrassed, “You get in from training or a mission, everybody’s high on adrenaline, there’s horseplay. People clown around.”

“Does this ever lead to ritualistic hazing?” Tomillo suddenly leaned in, looking interested, “Of a sexual nature, perhaps?”

“What? No!”

“Pity,” Tomillo sighed, “I…uh…know how to treat that sort of…deviant behaviour,”

“They just didn’t seem to realize how odd it was that instead of smacking his ass with a towel or shutting off his hot water, she was giving him a tummy rub,” Mayle tried to bring things back to the original topic, “And Syl didn’t even seem to realize that he was completely naked until somebody pointed it out. Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”

“Not really,” Tomillo shrugged, “And probably not to anybody who saw Syl at the New Years Eve party.”

“I’m just worried,” Mayle finished, “I’m worried about what’s happening to these people. Y’know…in the head,”

“Worried about them, or yourself?” Tomillo suddenly switched back into counsellor mode.

“Hey, I’m the only one who seems to be having any success fighting off this virus!”

“Mmmm…yes. Fighting off the virus.” Tomillo’s professional demeanour vanished as quickly as it appeared.

“Anyway, we’re here to deal with Crewman Vors, aren’t we?” Mayle asked.

“Right,” Tomillo rooted around her desk for a moment, then pulled out a padd, “On or about 2100h, two nights ago, Crewman Jacobs was performing a routine inspection of one of our class-9 shuttles, the Hunter. When he arrived in the shuttlebay, he found Crewman Vors standing next to the observation viewport, screaming at the stars. Jacobs tried to ignore him while he checked the shuttle, but after five minutes, he demanded that Vors leave, or at least be quiet. At his point, Crewman Vors walked around the space between the two of them, looking confused. After a few moments, he unzipped his trousers and urinated on the tractor beam housing, then went back to the viewport.”

She set the padd down and looked back up at Mayle.

“Now, how do you suggest we proceed?” she asked.

Mayle stared at her blankly.



“I don’t think I’m cut out for this!” Mayle was saying to Ensign Nacht as the latter walked from the Howler’s mess hall to the briefing room, “Tomillo wanted to force him to wear diapers and go into therapy for nocturnal enuresis!”

“I hope you changed her mind,”

“He still has to go to therapy for a bit, but I convinced her not to make him wear diapers,”

“Good, he’d just take them off anyway.” Nacht nodded, “Sounds like you’re doing fine,”

Mayle gave the shorter officer a look as they stepped into the briefing room.

“She also says that the next time anybody starts any sort of ‘pseudo-sexual ritualistic hazing activity’, we’re supposed to call her so she can observe our behaviour,” he added.

“Have we ever done any of that?” Nacht asked.

“I don’t know, I just got here a week ago!”

“And we’re glad to have you,” Lieutenant Commander Travs called from the front of the room, “Now sit down, shut up and listen!”

The rest of the Howlers were seated in the tiered rows leading down to the front of the security team’s mission briefing room. Travs stood on a small box behind a podium, while Lieutenant Morreth stood off to one side, ready to run the technical side of the briefing. He tapped a button and one of the big screens displayed the blue-skinned face of an Andorian while the other displayed a typical M-class planet.

“This is Xixumbas,” she began, “She’s the head of the 42nd Hive of Andor. Or at least was, until about two year ago when she embezzled about a million credits worth of latinum, dilithium and other valuables from the Hive and went off to fund a very illegal spleen-harvesting facility on Glubdug IV,”

“Spleen harvesting?” somebody asked.

“Many Andorian dishes call for spleen,” Morreth clarified, “the fresher, the better,”

“Ah,”

“Now, in this case, Xixumbas has established herself in a fortress on Glubdug IV,” Travs continued, “It’s a pre-warp civilization, which means it’s protected by the Prime Directive of Non-Interference. It’s roughly equivalent to Earth around the time of the Crusades, in that we’ve got two major religious powers stabbing the living crap out of each other with pointy objects.”

“Literally,” Nacht muttered to Vanheath. They broke into giggles.

“Which means Xixumbas can harvest all the spleen she wants from the battlefields,” Morreth spoke up, “At a ridiculously low cost. The Andorian Coalition of Spleen Merchants has hired a dozen assassins to take her out, and the Andorian Tribunal has sentenced her to a very gruesome death, assuming the assissins fail,”

“Sounds like the Andorians are going to do our job for us,” Lieutenant Vanheath remarked.

“They would, except Starfleet won’t allow anybody to step foot on a Prime Directive planet,” Travs explained, “In fact, they’ve got two starships patrolling the edge of the system now, making sure the Andorians stay out. If the Andorians manage to kill Xixumbas, Starfleet’s going to pitch a fit. And if a Federation recovery team manages to pull her off Glubdug IV and stick her in a rehab colony, the Andorians are going to have assassins all over that place like fleas on a cat,”

Everybody in the room gave a small sneer of disgust.

“So Starfleet Intelligence is sending us in to dispose of the problem before Starfleet or the Andorians can,” Travs concluded, “A fast but messy mauling by wild animals will satisfy the Andorians and preserve the Prime Directive,”

“Sounds like we’ve found our niche market,” Vanheath muttered to Nacht. Again, they giggled.

“We’ve got two days to figure out how to get some Howlers into that fortress, rip apart an Andorian, and get out,” Travs looked towards Nacht, “Who’s up next on the Celebrity Death-List?”

“Ummm…” Nacht looked at his list, “My team wants to do Kim Kardashian, but I had Tom Cruise up next,”

“Well, our next target’s a woman. So stick Kim in some chain-mail and put her in the fortress. Get the scans of the target location from Lt. Morreth. Beta Team’s taking the lead on this one, people,”

She turned, then left.

“DISMISSED!” Morreth shouted, causing at least four Howlers to jump in their seats.

“Wait, not you Nacht,” he called, “And not you Vanheath. And Vors, I need to talk to you. Oh, and Syl, you need to give me the summary of your science lab visit,”

Mayle waited a few moments to see if his name was going to come up, then left.



“I’m bothered by this,” Commander Martin Belis said, crossing his arms.

“I know you are,” replied Captain Evan Harth replied, “You’ve made that abundantly clear.

“They’re talking, very casually I might add, about murdering a Federation citizen,” Belis pressed.

“Yes, that’s what I ordered them to do,” Harth shrugged, “Since those match the orders I received.”

“But does that strike you as ordinary behaviour for a Starfleet officer?”

“For a security team? Let me think.” Harth put a finger in his mouth, then turned almost immediately back to Belis, “YES! Killing things is about half of what a security team trains to do,”

“No, that’s what the Federation Marine are trained to do,” Belis corrected, “What we SHOULD be doing is getting that Andorian scum-bag off that planet and hauling her sorry ass to some god-forsaken penal colony where she can rot!”

“The Andorians disagree,” Harth said mildly, “In fact, the Admiral’s Andorian adjutant agreed that this is the perfect solution. They’re investigating other cases involving Prime-Directive protected planets where we could be useful. Lieutenant Vanheath was right; this could be a real niche market for the Howlers,”

Belis looked coldly at the screen in the captain’s ready room, where footage from the Howler’s briefing was currently paused.

“We’ll see,” he said coldly. The Howlers were too dangerous to be used like this, he knew. Sooner or later, one of them was going to bite the hands that fed them.

Why couldn’t Harth see that?



Mayle returned to his quarters after a busy day. As the only non-changing member of Beta Team, he’d be running the transporter and monitoring the team from the ship. He’d spent much of the time after the briefing reviewing transporter procedures and sensor configuration. Luckily, that meant that the job of cleaning all the spandex Howler undershorts fell on Ensign Porkchop instead of him.

He looked around the empty suite for a moment, then turned and left. To hell with what the Farkas crew thought: he needed a drink, and he needed to do it someplace where he didn’t have to worry about anybody humping, shedding, or peeing on things.

With that he rode the turbolift to Deck 2, entered the mess hall and walked up to the small bar that doubled as a lunch counter during the day.

“I need a beer,” he said, “Something stronger than Old American, but nothing that’ll knock me on my ass,”

“Yes sir,” the bartender said. He did not reach under the counter or turn to the drink replicator, “Um, sir…you know I’m always happy to serve, but it’s generally best if you drink in your mess. I’d hate to see any unpleasantness break out,”

“I can’t change,” Mayle said flatly, “I’ve tried. It doesn’t work.”

“I…oh. The bartender seemed to digest this,”Well…I guess…”

He fiddled behind the bar, then handed Mayle a drink. Mayle drank about half the beer, slammed it down on the counter, then turned to face the other crewmembers in the mess.

“You hear that?” he shouted, “I can’t change into a big shaggy mutt. So get the hell off my back!”

He polished off the rest of the beer, slammed it down, and gestured for another one.

“Sounds like somebody got fixed,” a sneering voice said in his ear.

Mayle turned to see Crewman Fraks, a Xenexian male, taking a seat next to him.

“It’s none of your business,” Mayle said.

“Oh, I think anything involving shapeshifting freaks is everybody’s business on this ship,” Fraks retorted, “None of us would be here if it weren’t for you. Or maybe I should say, if it weren’t for them,”

Mayle didn’t respond.

“So what happened? The virus disappear?” Fraks gave him a small, tight smile.

“That’s your story,” Mayle said, “didn’t say it was mine,”

“You’re right,” Fraks snorted, “I was lucky. I was this close,” he held his hand less than an inch off the counter, “from spending the rest of my life barking and licking my genitals. I was incredibly lucky,”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Mayle said, “You may not be licking yourself, but you’ve still got your head shoved up your ass,”

Fraks’ smile faded.

“Shouldn’t you be getting back down to your own mess?” Fraks snapped.

“Funny,” Mayle said, now halfway through his third beer, “Considering I’m not really a Howler, I think I am,”

Fraks glared at him angrily, then at the bartender.

“Technically,” the bartender stuttered, “Everybody’s allowed in here. It’s just that the Howlers generally prefer to keep to themselves,”

“I believe what my friend here is saying,” Mayle said as he got unsteadily to his feet, “is ‘shove it’,”

“OK,” Fraks replied.

Fraks shoved Mayle away from the bar, sending him falling back into a table, sending drinks and glasses flying in all directions. There was a panicked yell as Mayle fell to the floor, then slowly started to rise to his feet. As he did, he noticed that the gathered crew was keeping their distance, looking at him with a mix of fear and expectation.

“He didn’t change,” somebody muttered.

“I don’t know. Is that fur?” somebody else said, “Growing out of his ears?”

“Certainly doesn’t look wolfish,” said a third, “Of course, we haven’t seen him smile,”

Looking around at the crowd, Mayle decided that maybe it was time to leave after all.



He stumbled out of the mess and down the corridor towards the turbolift, one hand reaching out to steady himself on the railing. Was that progress? Nobody had kicked him out of the mess that time, at least. Of course, nobody had come to his defence either. It had seemed like none of them were actually aware of the fact that he was closer to human than Howler, despite the fact that he’d been the focus of some rather intense study over the course of the past week. That seemed to him like the sort of thing that would have been all over the ship at the speed of gossip. That is to say, Warp 10.

He was so caught up in thought (and booze) that he almost walked right past the poster hanging on the bulkhead. He stopped, looked, went to continue walking, then stopped again.

It was a picture of the Howlers. Recent, from the looks of it. From today, actually. It showed them gathered in the briefing room, the back of Lt. Cmdr. Travs’ head clearly visible at the bottom of the frame. Across the top and the bottom of the picture somebody had added the following words:



FREE TO A GOOD HOME.



With a snarl of anger, Mayle ripped the poster off the wall. He stalked past the turbolift and did a quick circuit of the deck, tearing down two more posters along the way.



Mayle woke the next morning with a very unpleasant thudding in his head. He had vague memories of racing through deck after deck, looking for…something. Then voices…people…ship security, maybe? Then things got dark.

He groaned, then rolled over in bed. His head hurt, his tongue felt fuzzy and he was pretty sure he’d pulled something in his back when he fell on that table. At least his feet were nice and warm. Really warm, actually. Almost like…

Mayle sat up, instantly regretting it but determined to stay up.

Ensign Porkchop was curled up at the foot of his bed, clad in a comfortable-looking pair of pajamas.

“What are you doing?” Mayle croaked.

“Oh, you’re OK!” Porkchop said, stretching, “Ensign Nacht told me to keep an eye on you, after ship security caught you running around Deck 10 with an armload of ripped posters,”

“And by keeping an eye on me, you figured he meant crawling into my bed?”

“Just trying to help out, buddy-boy!” Porkchop said, getting to his feet, “Hey, is there breakfast? I could really go for some breakfast. Let’s get breakfast!”

With that, he darted out of Mayle’s room, through his living area and out into the corridor.

“I hate morning people.” Mayle muttered.

His cat, still stuffed in the stasis tube, did not respond.



As the Farkas warped towards the Glubdug system, Mayle’s life didn’t exactly improve.

First, Commander Belis ordered him into counselling for his little poster-tearing rampage, conveniently ignoring the fact that somebody on the Farkas crew had put the insulting things up in the first place. Then Counsellor Tomillo had spent an hour with him talking about his childhood, followed by a prescription for medication that the library computer told him was actually for erectile dysfunction. Of course, he didn’t realize this until after he’d taken his first dosage and wound up with a permanent…bulge. How incompetent was that woman?



“You switched the meds?” Dr. Wolfman asked.

“I did,” Counselor Tomillo replied, “But really, I don’t see how this is useful. Or ethical. We could be doing serious harm to that man’s emotional well-being!”

“Yes, exactly,” Wolfman replied absently.

“By the way, we have another Howler reporting being locked in a turbolift by one of your nurses,” Tomillo continued, “Perhaps we could arrange a Harrassment Prevention Seminar? With cookies! Or maybe coffee? OH! OH! Coffee AND cookies!” She clapped her hands gleefully.

“Yes, yes,” Wolfman waved her away, “Whatever,”



So once again, Mayle found himself in the mess hall, drinking alone. This time he was seated at a table next to one of the windows that looked out towards the front of the ship, watching the stars streak by. Soon, the ship would be entering restricted space and the Farkas crew would have a chance to see just how well their sensor-reflective shields actually worked. Why Captain Harth didn’t just contact the two Starfleet ships patrolling the edge of the system and give them clearance codes was beyond Mayle, and the situation made him feel like they were sneaking into enemy territory. Enemy territory that just happened to be in their own back yard.

Back yard. Heh. Paulson or Syl would appreciate that one. The rest of the Farkas crew probably wouldn’t get it.

Mayle shifted his weight, trying to get comfortable despite the after-effects of Tomillo’s medication. How long was it going to take for the damned thing to get back to normal?

“Hey,” a voice said from over his shoulder, “That a phaser in your pocket, or you just happy to see me?”

“I haven’t seen you yet,” Mayle replied, trying to tilt his head back, “And that’s the oldest, cheesiest line in the book,”

An attractive blond woman came around and leaned on the back of the chair across from his.

“Anybody sitting here?” she asked.

“No,” he gestured at the chair, “But I should warn you that everybody thinks I’m a dangerous, blood-thirsty beast,”

“Rumour has it you’re not, you just play one on TV,” she replied, taking a seat, “I’m Becky,”

“Greg,” Mayle replied, “And…it’s complicated.”

“You’re the new guy. The one that’s infected, except you don’t get all hairy on a full moon,”

“OK, not that complicated,” Mayle admitted, “Is that why you came over here? To check out the circus freak?”

“Well, part of why I came over here was a request,” she said, suddenly getting business-like, “See, the antigravity system in Cargo Bay 2 is out and we’ve got a bunch of containers that need to be moved around. It’s going to take us forever. But if we had half a dozen really strong…beings…well,”

She shrugged.

“So, you want me to get the guys to change, just so they can lift heavy things?” he asked, “Uh…why ask me?”

“Well, you ARE the liason guy, aren’t you?”

“OK, I’ll ask,” he paused, “What’s the other reason you came by?”

“Well, your…excitement is a bit hard to miss,” she gave him a mischievous grin.

“My…oh!” Mayle blushed, “Look, that’s just…they gave me the wrong medication,”

“That’s too bad,” Becky said, rising from her chair. She gave him a look, “well, if you change your mind, come buy me a drink,”

With a wink, she moved over to the bar.

Mayle remained in his seat for approximately 2.4 milliseconds before jumping to his feet and dashing to the bar.



“Interesting,” Wolfman observed, watching the spy-cam footage from Mayle’s cabin, “I was certain the changes in his endocrine system would render him unappealing to non-Howler females, yet she seems to be responding to his advances,”

“I would suggest your choice in test subject is ill-advised,” Lieutenant Soruk said, watching clinically as Mayle and Becky kissed on the screen. (Their cloths were still on, at least.) “My understanding is that Ensign Becky Ianda is not the most discerning when it comes to her sexual partners,”

“I agree,” Wolfman nodded, “But her…enthusiasm made it much easier to position her as a potential mate. Especially now that she needs a bunch of heavy stuff moved.”

“I concede your point,” Soruk inclined his head.

They watched for another moment.

“Let’s see what happens if they’re interrupted,” Wolfman decided, “Cut power to the cat’s stasis tube.”



Mayle didn’t know what happened. One minute, he was trying to get Becky’s bra off, the next there was this horrible, ear-splitting howling, then a sharp pain on his back. He lurched, banging his nose into Becky’s forehead.

“HEY!” Becky objected, “It’s a little early to get rough, buddy!”

“What…FELIX!”Mayle snapped, reaching behind to try to get the cat off his back.

“You never said anything about a jealous boyfriend!” Becky accused.

“It’s my cat!”

Becky, recovered from the nose-head ‘aborted docking manouver’, finally located the source of the noise. She pulled Felix off his back and started stroking him.

“There there,” she cooed at the cat, “Was somebody mean to you?”

“I had him in stasis,” Mayle tried to explain, “He’s been attacking me ever since I…well, since I got to this ship,”

“He’s just upset about moving, aren’t you, puss-ums?” Becky nuzzled the cat, “And being in a sleepy-sleep tube isn’t going to help,”

She let Felix jump to the floor. He hissed at Mayle, then scampered over to the kitty-bed in the corner.

“Well, I guess I should head home,” Becky said, “I’ll see you guys in the cargo bay after the mission?”

With that, she left.

“Don’t suppose you feel like cat-sitting?” Mayle called to the empty room. He sighed.

“Guess I’ll have to take care of this medication problem by myself,” he grumbled, wiping blood off his nose.



“It’s the waiting that I can’t stand,” Porkchop said.

“Oui,” Syl agreed, “Not knowing if we’re going, or not going, or if the ship has been detected,”

“Personally, I think having all of you in here wearing spandex is the worst part,” Mayle said from behind the transporter console.

Beta Team, comprised of Nacht, Paulson, Syl and Porkchop, was gathered in Transporter Room 2 along with Morreth and Mayle. Morreth would be going down on the mission while Mayle ran the transporter and monitored the team. Travs was staying on the bridge with the captain for this mission.

And yes, as per standard procedure, the Howlers had stripped down to their individually coloured spandex shorts prior to changing: Red for Morreth, green for Porkchop, orange for Syl, tan for Nacht and pink for Paulson. Paulson was wearing a matching bikini-top, her shorts had a handy little pouch to tuck it into after she changed. They each wore a flexible earpiece that would remain fixed in their right ears, even after they transformed.

“We’re sexy,” Syl said, flexing his stomach, “I tink we’re sexy!” His face drooped a bit. “Don’t you tink we’re sexy?”

“I’m not interested in men, Syl,” Mayle said flatly.

“S’okay dude,” Porkchop patted Syl on the back, “I still think we’re all sexy,”

Syl looked a bit happier after that. Mayle rolled his eyes, but truth be told he actually felt a little bad that he hadn’t been able to join in on their little pre-mission joshing. He could still feel the energy in the room, that desire to be ‘let off the leash’.

But he still felt outside of it.

“Hey, I hear you volunteered us to move crates in the cargo bay,” Morreth said to him, quietly enough that the others didn’t hear, “Thank you. We all so enjoy being used as menial labour,”

“But, I-”

“Bridge to Transporter Room 2,” Travs’ voice came over the comm, “We have a go. Deploy, deploy, deploy,”

“I heard you the first time,” Mayle muttered as the Howlers jumped onto the tranporter pad. As they did so, they began to change, fur and muscles rippling until the platform was filled with thick, burly, furred bodies. Together they let out a roar that seemed to shake the ship.

“Energizing,” Mayle said as he ran his right hand up the sliders, his left massaging his left ear, “And…ouch…”

As he accessed the sensor array and homed in on the beam-down point, he had time to wish Tomillo had mistakenly given him a painkiller instead.



Beta Team materialized in the middle of a dense forest. Grubdug IV was a temperate world, though the sky seemed a bit too blue, the foliage a bit too yellow, and the air far too humid. Morreth took the lead, dropping to all fours and trotting towards a distant stone tower.

“No, Morreth,” Mayle’s voice came over their earpieces, “That’s the wrong fortress. Xixumbas is holed up in a castle west of your position,”

Morreth gave a quiet yowl, as if to protest.

“If you’re trying to tell me that you’re heading west because the sun is setting over there, you should probably know that Grubdug IV’s sun sets to the east.

Morreth growled, turned, then began trotting towards the stone tower that had previously been directly behind him.

“I’m getting more data from the bridge,” Mayle went on, “There are Andorian life-signs coming from the main keep, just like we had in the simulation. It looks like there was a battle about ten kilometres from your position, so it’s likely that her accomplices are out gathering spleen. And you might want to run back and grab Syl, he’s getting intimate with a tree again,”



“Don’t need to see that,” Mayle muttered, moving the optical sensors from Syl to Porkchop. Just in time to see a small squirrel-like animal disappear in a flash of strong jaws and a squirt of blood. “Oh. Didn’t need to see that either,”

“Bridge to Mayle,” the comm chirped, “Report,”

“Beta Team is en route to the target,” Mayle replied, “Nothing else to report,”

“Acknowledged. Bridge out,”

As the channel closed, Lieutenant Vanheath stepped through the doors from the corridor. Like Beta Team, he was dressed only in a pair of tight-fitting spandex shorts.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

“I just beamed them down five minutes ago,” Mayle said crossly, “Uh, sir,”

“Well, Alpha Team’s ready to move out, if you need us,” Vanheath said, “Oh, and thanks by the way. We just love power-lifting to help out the idiots on this ship,”

Mayle couldn’t take much more of this.

“If any of you had poked your heads off Deck 7 recently, you might have noticed that the Farkas crew has some pretty big issues with you guys,” he said.

“Yeah, we don’t have to leave our territory to see that,” Vanheath snorted, “We never see them, they never see us. Well, except the bridge and science guys watching us on a mission or something,”

A thought occurred to Mayle.

“When was the last time an ordinary Farkas crewman saw any of you in beast form? And I don’t mean as part of an experiment or something.”

“Uh…dunno. Maybe never?”

“Thought so,” Mayle turned his attention back to his scanners, “Hey…I’m picking up some funny readings north of the castle…it almost looks like…let’s see if I can get the optical sensors over there…”

He straightened.

“Transporter room to bridge!” he snapped, “There’s a ship on the planet! Andorian design!”

“Yes we’ve seen it,” a bored-sounding voice came from the bridge, “Xixumbas’ getaway ship, most likely,”

“Then why does it have an Andorian Assassins Guild marking?” Mayle demanded.

“Whatever,” the bridge signed off.



Nacht eased himself up the wall of the fortress. The stone wall would have been almost impossible for a human to climb, but the Howlers’ extended reach made it easy. He slowly brought his eyes level with one of the narrow slots lining the top of the wall; standard design for any culture that used arrows or other projectile weapons. Inside the fortress he could count close to two dozen armed guards patrolling the ramparts and down on the ground. A main hall or keep crouched at the other end, no doubt their prey was holed up in there. Tactically, it would have made more sense to climb the wall directly behind the keep, but whoever designed the fortress had apparently realized that…the wall was higher at that end, and the stone appeared to have been polished smooth enough to make any sort of climbing impossible.

He gently lowered himself down as far as he could, then dropped the last few feet to the ground. Morreth and the rest of the team looked at him expectantly. He reached out with a clawed index finger and quickly sketched the layout of the fortress, familiar to everybody from the orbital scans. He quickly indicated the guard positions he’d seen. Syl was whining softly with impatience, and Porkchop’s left hind leg was starting to twitch.

Morreth studied the diagram for a moment, then quickly sketched out a path that would keep them relatively out of sight. He stomped out all evidence of their presence and gestured for the team to follow. As one, they jumped up the wall, their long arms just reaching the ridge below the ramparts. (Except for Porkchop, who fell to the ground. He made it on the second try, his hind legs pawing at the wall to get him over the top.

They’d just passed Nacht’s previous lookout point when a screech of static burst from their earpieces.



“SHIT!” Mayle cursed.

“What?” Vanheath demanded, coming around the transporter console.

“We’re being jammed!” Mayle snapped. On the console, Vanheath could see that the sensor displays focusing on the fortress had dissolved into confused jumbles.

“I don’t think the Glubdugs have subspace jamming technology,” Vanheath observed.

“No, it’s got to be…hold on, let’s see if I can localize it…it’s coming from the target location!”

He called the bridge and reported.

“Yes, thank you for your report,” Lt. Soruk’s calm voice replied, “We are aware of the jamming, and are confident that Beta Team will succeed in their mission and move out of the affected area for retrieval,”

In the background, he could hear Travs using language that was decidedly un-ladylike.

“But they don’t know-”

“Bridge out,”

“-that there are Andorian assassins down there,” Mayle finished as the channel went dead.

“Beam me down!” Vanheath demanded, jumping on the transporter pad.

Mayle was punching in coordinates, then realization struck him.

“You can’t go,” he said flatly.

“They’re in trouble!” Vanheath shouted. His pupils were already vertical slits and his teeth were starting to lengthen.

“And you’re going to do what? Explain the situation to them through interpretive dance?” Mayle ran to the equipment locker and grabbed a tricorder, phaser rifle, a small anti-grav unit and a case of transport enhancer bands, “They don’t need another Howler right now, they need somebody who can speak English and use a phaser!” He stuffed the equipment into a pack.

Vanheath thought about this for a moment, then stepped off the pad and back behind the console.

“You’re going to have a hard time catching them,” he said.

“I don’t need to catch them,” Mayle said, coming back around the panel, “I just have to stop that assassin from getting in their way.”

He tapped into the optical scanners and switched on the old-fashioned thermal imaging. Without the subspace enhancement, the image wasn’t as clear. But he could still see the bright-yellow signatures of the guards patrolling the fortress and the blazing white signatures of Nacht and his team as they slipped up the wall.

And barely a kilometre from team, in the direction of the Andorian ship, a single figure running towards the fortress.

“Beam me here,” Mayle said, indicating a point just outside the jamming field.

“Good luck,” Vanheath replied as he ran his fingers over the controls.



Mayle materialized on the planet, an unpleasant pins-and-needles sensation telling him he’d beamed in just a bit too close to the jamming field. He quickly oriented himself in the dimming light, then ran full-tilt towards the section of fortress wall that appeared to be his target’s destination. Taking cover behind a bush, he waited for the sound of rustling leaves and breaking branches to tell him his target was approaching.

There was only silence.

He wasn’t sure what it was…some sixth sense, or some tiny sound, but he immediately ducked, just as a razor-sharp blade hissed through the space formerly occupied by his neck.

“Pink-skin!” an alien voice hissed.

Mayle spun around, bringing the phaser rifle up just in time to block another attack.

“Undeveloped planet,” Mayle managed to force out as he rushed to parry the next attack, “Prime Directive…presence is illegal!”

The assassin immediately stopped, held his weapon in a defensive stance and took a step back.

“OK, try that again, human,” the Andorian sneered, “Because that was just pathetic,”

Mayle cleared his throat.

“Ahem. This is an undeveloped Federation planet protected by the Prime Directive,” Mayle said, this time more clearly, “As such, your presence is a violation of the Federation Accords, of which Andor is a signing member,”

“I’m here to remove that interference,” the assassin replied.

“So are we!”

“One human? Against Xixumbas of the 42nd Hive? I think not,”

“I’m not the one here to kill her,” Mayle said.

From the fortress, there came the unmistakable sound of a wolf howl.



Nacht swatted at Paulson, who immediately stopped howling. But it was too late, their stealth approach was ruined. Not that it really mattered, they were mere meters from the keep. Morreth and Paulson jumped through two of the four windows lining the wall, Nacht, Syl and Porkchop following right behind them. Their eyes quickly adjusted to the brighter indoor light just in time for Porkchop and Nacht to dispose of two guards that were moving in for the attack. Syl and Morreth pounced on two more guards before they could react, blood spraying across the stone walls of the keep.

Nacht turned his attention on Xixumbas while Paulson dropped a heavy wooden beam across the doors. The Andorian woman was standing at the far end of the keep, a blinking device about two feet tall humming next to her. She held a short sword in each hand and was clearly expecting trouble.

But it was equally clear she wasn’t expecting five shaggy, snarling beasts.

“I see the Assassin’s Guild is getting more creative,” she said in her lisping Andorian voice, readying her weapons.

Nacht and Morreth exchanged a look. Phasers were one thing, but they hadn’t exactly prepared for swords.

Oops.



“You cannot stop me,” the assassin was saying, “This contract is far too valuable. Why, the royalties I’ve been offered on future spleen distribution alone could…but never mind,”

He jumped at Mayle again, the human officer barely backpedalling out of the way. Confronting a highly skilled killer entirely on his own suddenly didn’t seem like such a great idea.

“I’m not here to stop you,” he replied, trying to bring his phaser around to stun the alien, but his opponent just slashed at the weapon again, forcing Mayle to choose between stunning the alien but losing a hand (at least) or bringing up the rifle to block the blade.

“Then what-” the Andorian broke off as the sound of screams and animal roars emerged from the fortress, “You…you snnixxeth!”

He immediately sprinted for the fortress wall, kicking off a conveniently placed rock. Mayle brought up his phaser, but there was a small glow from the heels of the assassin’s boots and he catapulted over the wall and onto the roof of the keep. Anti-grav boots!

Cursing, Mayle slung the phaser rifle and dug the anti-grav unit out of his pack.

“I wish I’d practiced this on the holo-deck,” he groaned. The anti-grav unit was small and rarely used…useful for moving heavy objects or occasionally crossing otherwise un-traversable terrain. Anti-grav boots were far more popular, but the blocky Starfleet versions were almost impossible to run in.

Squeezing his eyes shut, Mayle triggered the unit. The antigrav fired at full power, nearly taking his arms off as it rocketed into the air. He managed to cut the power, only to find himself dozens of meters in the air.

“Oh shit!”



“Well? Shall we do this?” Xixumbas demanded as she stared fearlessly at the Howlers.

Syl’s teeth were bared, and he snarled at the woman before jumping towards her. There was a flash of steel and a rush of fur, then Syl was right back where he’d started, a shallow cut on one flank leaking blood.

“Nice try,” Xixumbas sneered. A thud from the wooden roof caught her attention and she looked up, just for a moment. Morreth and Nacht rushed her simultaneously. She slashed at Nacht, forcing him to jump back. She barely managed to deflect Morreth’s claws, several sharp claw tips clattering to the floor as they were severed by the blade. (Luckily, no fingers went with them.) There was a series of rapid footsteps on the roof, then a second blue figured launched itself through the window.

“I kill you in the name of the Andorian Assassin’s Guild!” the figure screamed, throwing a stiletto-type knife across the room, where it sunk to the hilt into his target. Or rather, into the furry form that had just jumped towards the target.

Porkchop howled in pain as the knife sunk into his back, his arms flailing back to reach the handle, knocking over furniture in the process.

“Oops,” the assassin admitted, reaching for another knife.

“This is your idea of an assassination?” Xixumbas demanded as she dodged nimbly away from Paulson, “This…this…circus!? You are a disgrace to killers across the galaxy!”

There was a loud crash and a spray of splintered wood as Greg Mayle smashed through the roof above Xixumbas, landing directly on the Andorian spleen-master and squashing her flat with a crunch of broken bones.

“Guys…” he groaned, trying and failing to climb off her broken, bloodied corpse, “Watch out…there’s a…bad…uggghhhhh”

The assassin suddenly found himself face facing five bloodied, pissed off beasts as Mayle lost consciousness.

“Uhhh…good doggies?”

Morreth picked up a heavy chunk of rock that had been dislodged during Mayle’s entrance, hefted it in one hand, then brained the assassin with one quick toss.

While the alien dropped unconscious to the floor, Nacht’s body seemed to deflate as he returned to his diminutive human form. He ran over to Porkchop, running his hand soothingly over the injured Howler’s flank as he wheezed, bubbles of blood on his lips. He pulled the stiletto out with a quick yank, then applied pressure to the wound. Porkchop was still standing, though in obvious pain. Syl quickly mauled Xixumbas’ body, making it look as if some kind of animal had come through the roof and killed Xixumbas. He began reverting back to human form.

“Hmm,” Nacht commented, “I guess if you don’t have a handy skylight, you can just make your own,”

“You couldn’t have come up wit dat rock idea five minutes ago?” Syl asked Morreth.

Morreth shrugged.



With the target dead, it was a simple matter for Nacht to switch off the jammer and request beam-up for the team. After a second team quickly retrieved the assassin’s ship, the Farkas slipped away under cover of its sensor-reflective shields, leaving Starfleet to clean up the remaining mess. Mayle and Porkchop were taken to Sickbay and quickly patched up while the remaining Howlers conducted their post-mission clean-up.

But the day wasn’t done yet.

Still limping from his broken legs despite Dr. Wolfman’s treatment, Mayle found himself in the control booth for Cargo Bay 2. Down on the main level one of the ensigns was screaming in surprise as several of the Howlers changed into their beast forms. Rather than disembowelling and devouring the frightened cargo handlers, they simply looked over at Ensign Ianda. She nervously pointed at a rack of survival gear crates and asked them to take it over to Bay 3.

As the Howlers used their superior strength to lift the heavy crates, Mayle heard the door behind him open then close. After a moment, Lt. Cmdr. Travs was standing next to him.

“Commander Belis is furious that you beamed down against orders,” she said frankly.

“I tried telling them that there was a problem,”

“And it’s a good thing, too,” she nodded, “Because the bridge comm logs have already been uploaded to SIHQ. We’ve got them by the short hairs on that one,”

Down on the floor, one of the cargo handlers was nervously approaching Syl. Syl dropped to all fours and allowed himself to be scratched behind the ears. The cargo handler gave a nervous laugh, which turned into a yelp then a giggle as Syl started sniffing at her.

“I know the guys were giving you a hard time about making them do this,” Travs went on, “But I see what you’re trying to do,”

“Great,” Mayle muttered, “I hope the rest of them figure it out,”

“They will,” Travs smiled, “Once they find the case of real Centaurian vodka Ensign Ianda’s having delivered to the Howler’s Den tonight,”

“I don’t remember making that deal with her,” Mayle frowned.

“I did,” Travs replied, “But the guys don’t need to know that, now do they?”



“Well, that was a bit of a disaster,” Commander Belis said darkly as he looked around the conference room table at Captain Harth and Dr. Wolfman.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Harth replied, “We learned that the Howlers are horribly prepared to deal with primitive melee weapons, after all,”

“We were SUPPOSED to learn how they’d react when they were cut off from their ship, stranded on an alien planet and under attack by an unexpected enemy!” Wolfman complained.

“And we would have, if Mr. Mayle hadn’t decided to run amok,” Belis insisted, pounding on fist on the table, “We should have ordered him to stay on the ship!”

“Mr. Mayle did what he thought he had to do to salvage the team and the mission,” Harth said calmly, “I for one find his actions to be just as interesting as whatever the Howlers might have done if he hadn’t interfered. Especially considering his…history.”

“That’s true,” Wolfman admitted slowly, “I’ll have to go over the sensor logs again. The ones where we managed to clear out the jamming, that is.”

“This whole thing is an explosion waiting to happen,” Belis shook his head.

“The Howlers have clearly developed a social hierarchy and inter-dependence,” Wolfman insisted, “As long as they show these tendencies, we can be reasonably sure that they’ll continue to see superior officers as ‘pack leaders’, so to speak. We’re just lucky they didn’t turn into were-cats…they would have killed us all long ago!”

There was a sudden, uncomfortable silence.

“Sorry,” Wolfman said, “I…it slipped my mind.”

“You can talk about wolf packs and alpha dogs all you like,’ Belis retorted,”But how do you think they’d react if they knew we’d arranged for Starfleet to let that assassin slip through their patrols?

Now it was Wolfman’s turn to look uncomfortable.

“That would be…bad,” he admitted.

“Then we’ll just make sure that we have a fall guy setup in case they start getting…suspicious,” Harth said, “Now I don’t know about you two, but it’s been a long day. Dr. Wolfman, I’ll expect your report in the morning. Oh, and Belis, see if the Chief Engineer can’t come up with something the Howlers can use to block a sword without blowing their cover. They’re far too rare to get sliced in half.

“Unless it’s in the name of science!” Wolfman added cheerfully.



After leaving the Howlers to their work, Mayle returned to his quarters, ate a quick replicated meal and proceeded to collapse into a tub full of hot, sudsy water. A luxury to be sure, but also part of his prescription from Dr. Wolfman…at least until his bones finished knitting. Felix seemed to be leaving him alone for the moment and instead seemed more interested in sleeping, which was a welcome change. He’d tried sticking him back in his stasis tube after Becky had left the night before, but Felix would have none of it. Short of getting a couple of Howlers to help him hold the animal down (again) there didn’t seem to be any chance of getting the cat back into the bag…so to speak.

He’d barely allowed himself to relax beneath the bubbles when his door chime rang.

“There is NO WAY in hell I’m answer that door,” he mumbled.

There was a hiss from the outer room as the doors opened, then the sound of a very annoyed cat.

“What are you doing??” Travs demanded as she barged into the bathroom, kicking at Felix as he clawed at her ankles.

“I’m relaxing,” he replied, “And hoping I don’t run out of bubbles,”

“I work with Syl,” Travs crossed her arms, “I can see naked men whenever I want to. And sometimes even when I don’t,”

“So you’re not here to check out my wonderful body? HEY!”

Travs had grabbed a bar of soap off the sink and tossed it at him, splashing his face with water and suds.

“The guys are all down in the Den, drinking Centurian vodka and wondering why you’re avoiding them,” she replied.

“I didn’t think they’d want me there,” Mayle admitted, “I mean, it’s sort of a ‘Howler’s Only’ club. And I haven’t exactly been fitting in with them,”

“But you’ve been getting along better with the Farkas crew,” this time it was a towel she tossed in his direction. She turned away so he could dry off and get dressed.

“Well, sort of,” he replied, “I mean, they don’t seem quite as hard to get along with as they did when they thought I was going to…go all wolfy. But the Howlers have been doing the opposite! It’s like…it’s like they don’t trust me anymore,” he finished.

“What you did today showed them that you’re willing to look out for them,” Travs said quietly, “And that you’re willing to risk yourself for them, even when the rest of the idiots on this ship won’t. None of us has seen much of that since we were infected.”

Mayle didn’t have an answer to that. He finished pulling on his off-duty uniform.

“C’mon,” she said, giving his arm a tug, “Let’s go,”

They arrived at the Howler’s Den mess to find the usual post-mission festivities. Snacks and food had been replicated, and several bottles of Centaurian vodka were already half-empty. Syl was running around half-naked, Vors was chewing frantically on a strip of jerky and Paulson and Vanheath were sitting across from each other at a table, several full (and several more empty) shot glasses sitting between them.

“Found him,” Travs announced as she led Mayle into the room.

“Oh good!” Nacht jumped up and rushed over to the small counter next to the replicator, “we got you something!”

Trying not to flinch as Syl and Trimble started sniffing at the back of his neck, Mayle accepted the small box.

“Ok, that’s enough,” Travs said, shooing Syl and Trimble away.

Mayle opened the box, revealing a cheap plastic head strap, to which two fuzzy, triangular dog ears had been attacked.

“It’s not a full change,” Morreth said, fixing the ears on Mayle’s head, “But it is a start!”
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Pack Mentality

“Alpha team target is 400 meters, bearing 145,” Ensign Greg Mayle spoke calmly into the comm channel, “Still no indication that you’ve been detected,”

There was a brief, bestial grunt from the channel. Mayle figured it was acknowledgment, but it could have been Team Leader Vanheath telling him to shut up and let them do their jobs.

“Bridge to Mayle,” Lt Commander Travs’ voice filled the transporter room, “the Captain wants to know why the target isn’t dead yet,”

Mayle wasn’t exactly happy with his position as the electronic eyes and ears of the Howlers, but he was very grateful that he didn’t have Travs’ current job: standing up on the the bridge and acting as go between to the Captain.

“Alpha Team is tracking the target’s scent and will be in position to strike in five minutes,” Mayle reported, tapping at the planetary scanner controls, Beta Team is…shit!”

Mayle muted the line to the bridge.

“NACHT!” he shouted, “Get your team under control! You’re supposed to be in position to assault the target already!”

The sharp growl that came back over the line didn’t need much interpretation.

“I know I’m not in charge, but the lady who is is on the other line and she’s not happy!” he snapped back.

This time the grunt that came back was half frustrated, half apologetic. On the optical display showing an orbital view of Beta Team’s position, Mayle could see Nacht knock one of his team members over the head with one furry hand-paw.

Closing the channel, Mayle grinned tightly to himself. Maybe staying up on the ship wasn’t so bad after all.



Lt. Nacht, Beta Team leader, followed up his cranial assault on Paulson with a firm shove directed at Ensign Syl. Syl had found a dead alien animal of some kind and was too busy sniffing around the rotting corpse to realize he was actually on a mission. Startled, Syl tucked his tail between his legs, jumped away from the body and turned towards the objective. Nacht took off at a full sprint, checking briefly to ensure his team was behind him.

Back aboard the USS Farkas, Mayle watched Beta Team on his screen as they ran towards their target, counting silently in his head as they moved. He made it to 30, lifted his eyebrows in surprise, then changed the view to Alpha Team. Lt. Vanheath and his team were completely invisible, buried in deep brush. Mayle wouldn’t even know they were there if not for the sensor readouts…and rhythmic shaking of one bush. “Alpha, you have a humper,” Mayle sighed. There was a flash of dark fur, a yelp over the comm, then things settled down. Mayle turned to the panel behind him, added a tally mark under a column labeled ‘tree humping’, then turned back to the Beta Team display.

Beta Team was gone.

Cursing, Mayle brought up the sensor overlay, in case they had hidden themselves as well as Alpha. Nope. But he did pick up Nacht’s comm-badge…ten meters from the objective!

“Shit!” Mayle cursed, “Alpha! Move in! Beta jumped the gun!”

“Mayle,” Travs’ voice barked over the comm, “Why have those guys engaged the target? I haven’t given the go-ahead!”

“Ma’am, Beta skipped their observation period,” Mayle reported, “Alpha is moving to support,”

“Understood,” Travs said tightly. She cut the channel, but less than a second later Captain Harth’s voice was on the comm.

“Belay that, Ensign,” Harth said calmly, “Beam up Alpha immediately. Retrieve Beta when the target has been eliminated.”

The channel cut out again.

Mayle was stunned. Yes, Beta had broken procedure, and somebody’s head was going to roll. But leaving them in hostile territory seemed a little extreme. Heads could literally roll!

Bracing himself, he nodded at the transporter chief. She ran her fingers over the light-bars on the console and the transporter stage filled with shimmering light. The light faded and six snarling, snapping beasts flung themselves at Mayle.

The transporter chief screamed, but the Howler team was flung back by a security force-field.

Morreth, identified by his red shorts, roared at Mayle.

“Relax,” Mayle reassured the chief, “His bark is worse then…um…just relax,” He turned to Morreth, “Captain’s orders,” he said glumly.

Morreth roared at the ceiling, as if to tell the Captain what he thought of the situation.

“You can’t yell at him dressed like this,” Mayle reminded him.

Morreth looked at him again then began to deflate as he returned to his usual Klingon form.

“This has gone far enough!” Morreth snapped as his wolf fangs shrank back into Klingon teeth, “I’m going to see the Captain!”

As he started to storm out, Mayle spoke up again.

“In spandex?” he asked mildly.

Morreth looked down at his skinny, nearly naked body then shrugged.

“In spandex,” he said firmly.



As the remainder of Alpha Team, back in humanoid form, filed out of the transporter room a warbling tone came over the Beta Team channel.

“Beta Team is ready for beam-out,” Mayle said. There was another shimmer of transporter energy and Nacht’s team appeared, covered in blood. They quickly shrank down to normal size, Paulson sputtering and spitting as soon as her human lips reformed.

“YUCK!” she exclaimed, spitting out bits of orange flesh, “Nicondii taste DISGUSTING!”

“And they’re snack-sized,” Porkchop added, “I’m still hungry!”

The transporter chief was turning green.

“I’ll walk you back to your quarters on my way to debriefing,” Mayle offered, gesturing towards the door, “I know it’s a lot to take in on your first day,”

“Get away from me!” she mumbled, rushing out of the room.

“I guess I better send Counselor Tomillo after her,” Mayle commented, “Do you know how hard it was to convince Belis I needed someone to run the transporter while I handle the sensors?”

“Hey buddy,” Syl threw a bloody arm over Mayle’s shoulders, “You still got us,”

“Yay,” Mayle sighed.



“That was a disaster!” Travs said loudly, standing at the front of the briefing room in the Howler’s Den, “Nacht…what the hell?”

Lt Nacht brought himself up to his full height (about five foot three) and replied defiantly.

“We were ordered to kill the targets,” he said, “We killed them.”

“You were ordered to perform a coordinated strike with Alpha Team,” Travs snapped, “Not to go off all half-cocked on your own!”

“Alpha Team always get the prey!” Syl spoke up, “We are tired of getting the over-lefts!”

“You don’t get to make that call!” Lt Vanheath almost snarled back at the lower-ranking Howler.

In the back of the room, Mayle watched the disagreement with interest. Nacht was still standing, facing Lt Commander Travs. The look on his face was clearly not a pleasant one, and his eyes never left hers. For her part, Travs was mirroring him. The level of tension in the room was ratcheting up, and Mayle didn’t like where it was going.

“You will follow my orders while on a mission,” Travs growled, “Or you will no longer be a part of this team,”

Nacht glared at her for a long moment…one that seemed to drag on for hours. Then, slowly, he averted his gaze and sank back into his seat. Travs let her gaze move over every member of his team, her eyes searching for any signs of defiance as she carefully met their eyes. But with Nacht back in his seat, the rest of his team likewise backed off. One by one, they looked away from Travs’ searching gaze and down towards the floor.

“Good,” she nodded, “Consider yourselves on extra duties for the next two weeks,”

Without a hint of complaint, Beta Team filed out of the briefing room. Alpha Team fired a few smug looks their way as they left. Before she could dismiss Alpha, Travs was interrupted by one of the ship’s security goons as he threw a nearly-naked Morreth into the room.

“The Captain sends his compliments and requests that you have your people dressed and groomed before they present themselves to a superior officer,” the security guy said pleasantly, just before the doors hissed shut.

Travs crossed her arms and glared down at Morreth.

“Did he kick you off the bridge before or after you gave him a piece of your mind?” she asked.

“Before,” Morreth spat.

“Oh good,” Travs gave a sigh of relief, “Then I don’t have to worry about insubordination charges coming down,”

“Oh, I’m still going back up there!” Morreth snapped.

Travs glared at him.

“Or not,” he muttered sheepishly.

“All of you out of here,” Travs snapped, “I need a moment alone. And send up a request to Ship’s Services to get all this orange blood out of the carpet!

“Yes, ma’am,”



“It’s not fair at all,” Mayle was saying, “But it’s true. Alpha team seems to get all the choice assignments, while Beta team generally just provides support,”

His companion gave no reply.

“At first, I thought maybe it was a seniority thing,” Mayle went on, “You know, as Howlers gain experience they get moved into Alpha Team, with Beta being used to train the new guys. Like me.”

Still no reply.

“But I started poking around some of the early mission logs and some of Lt Commander Travs’ old reports and orders. And that’s not it. Both teams have a mix of experienced and inexperienced people. And they used to alternate the lead role. So I don’t know what the heck is going on.”

“MMRRRROOOOOWWWWW!!!!” Felix the cat wailed forlornly.

“And none of that from you!” Mayle said sharply, “I’ll let you out of that carrier when you stop trying to rip my face off!”

Felix had had even less success adapting to Mayle’s new living arrangement than Mayle himself. Even though he was incapable of transforming like the rest of the Howlers, either the virus had changed him in such a way as to royally piss off his cat, or Felix was picking up the scent of the other Howlers off him. Either way, Felix was now living in a large, transparent kennel box in one corner of Mayle’s quarters.

At the moment, the fluffy, cream-coloured cat was pacing around the kennel. Every now and then he looked over at Mayle and meowed sadly.

Mayle looked over, catching the cat’s big, blue eyes. His attitude softened.

“Poor kitty,” he mumbled, “I know, you don’t like being locked in there, any more than I like being locked up in this ship.” He paused for a moment. “OK, if you PROMISE not to scratch me, I’ll let you out for a while.”

“Meow”

“I guess that’s as good as I’m going to get,” Mayle chuckled to himself as he got down on all fours to open the kennel. Felix simply sat there, looking back at him as the door opened. Mayle leaned back on his feet, still close to the ground.

“See? There you go.”

“Meow?”

Cautiously, Felix rose to his feet and padded out of the kennel, looking up at Mayle.

“That wasn’t so-AUUG!!!”

Without warning, Felix launched himself in the air, clamping his fore-paws to the sides of Mayle’s head, his hind-paws digging into the man’s shoulders as the cat hissed in fury.



“Do you hear that?” Ensign Syl asked as he walked with Paulson through the corridors of the Farkas, “It almosts sounds like screaming,”

“That’s just your PTSD kicking in from ripping that Nicondii’s head off,” Paulson said dismissively, “Don’t worry about it,”

“But I don’t have the STDs,” Syl frowned, “I had myself checked after-”

“Stop” Paulson raised her hand, “I meant…geez! What planet are you from, anyway??”

“Quebec,” Syl said proudly.

“Never heard of it,”

“C’est a wonderful place,” Syl looked slightly nostalgic, “Good food, good wine, wonderful culture, and lots of belle women that really like to f-”

Paulson smacked him upside the head before he could finish.

“Sorry I asked.”

They stepped into the turbolift, Mayle’s cries unheard.



“Can I interest you in a new pet?” Mayle said politely to the nurse as she ran a dermal regenerator over his badly scratched face, “A cat, perhaps?”

“Nice try,” the brunette nurse chuckled, “But I like my pets a little less…fatal.”

“He’s only been like this since…you know. But he’s really nice with other people. People who aren’t Howlers, anyway,”

“Aww, he just needs time to adjust. Don’t you, pussums?”

She turned to the nearby table, where Felix was caged in a small carrier. He’d had to be forcibly removed from Mayle’s head, managing to claw up Dr. Wolfman in the process.

“Ahh, Ensign. I see your familiar has not yet succeeded in causing permanent damage,” a dry, cold voice spoke.

Mayle turned to see Lt. Soruk, Wolfman’s counterpart on the USS Farkas’ science team.

“What do you want?” Mayle asked bluntly. He and Soruk didn’t exactly get along. In fact, none of the Howlers especially liked Soruk. Or Wolfman. Or anybody else on the science team that was ‘studying’ them.

“I simply came down to offer my wishes that you may have a rapid recuperation,” Soruk replied. The nurse, perhaps noticing the sudden tension, said nothing as she continued to repair the deep cuts to his flesh.

“Uh-huh,” Mayle muttered.

“Nurse,” Soruk said firmly, “Please leave two cuts to heal naturally. The incision just in front of the sphenoid bone, and the gash above the right orbit. Thank you.”

“What, you just want me to let him walk out of here bleeding all over the place??” the nurse broke her silence, looking at the Vulcan like he was crazy. Mayle, for his part, was giving a look of pure murder.

“Of course not,” Soruk said, looking down his nose, “I expect you to stop the bleeding and suture the wound. But no dermal regeneration. I wish to study Mr. Mayle’s regeneration rate compared to the transformative Howlers,”

With that, he turned and began walking away.

“What if it scars??” Mayle shouted after him, “My pretty face! It’ll never be the same!”

“Your cosmetic concerns are irrelevant,” Soruk called back as he left, missing Mayle’s sarcasm.

“Asshole!” Mayle fumed.

“I agree,” the nurse said, shaking her head as she started digging around for a needle and surgical thread, “And normally I’d tell him to go to hell. Except our orders from the Captain are ‘full and total cooperation’ with the science team. And the doctor just encourages this crap.

“Wonderful,” Mayle winced as she went to work. Despite the antiquated technique, the nurse had the first wound stitched up quickly.

“Hey,” she said, placing one hand on his arm, “He didn’t say anything about after he’s done his stupid study. Just come see me when he’s done and I’ll take care of any scarring for you.” She grinned, “No charge,”

“Thanks,” Mayle smiled.

“Nurse Bayles,” she offered, “Carolyne Bayles,”

“Greg Mayle,” he replied. He winced again as she started sewing up the second gash, “And you’ve met Felix. Sure you don’t want him?”

“Positive,” Nurse Bayles said.



The next day, after stopping by the science lab to have his cuts checked (and making a few remarks about the mating habits of certain members of the science team) Mayle reported to Holodeck 2 for that days training. The holodeck was already active, simulating some strange of mix of docking bay and fancy lobby that was confusing the heck out of him.

“Today,” Travs was saying loudly, “We will be training in a contained, orbital environment. We’re not likely to see a lot of these with the missions Starfleet Intelligence has been sending us on lately, but better safe than sorry. Your targets are staying in the Honeymoon Suite. We’ve got the Betazoid Boys. Holograms, of course,”

“That really annoying boy band? They’re not married!” Ensign Porkchop pointed out, “At least, not to each other. Are they?”

“Don’t ask, don’t tell,” Mayle chuckled.

“Lt Vanheath submitted their names,” Travs replied, “Besides, we’ve got ‘Brangalina’ up next week, as soon as I figure out who that is and what planet she’s from,”

“So suddenly Vanheath is picking our targets?” Nacht demanded.

“You’ll get your turn!” Travs snapped. “Anyway, we’re in an orbital hotel complex above Risa: the Jamahoran Jumperplex. Risan names, right?”

“There’s an orbital skydiving jump platform on level 22,” a passing holographic staffer said helpfully, “The hotel is named for it.”

“And your secondary mission objective is now to kill that guy,” Travs grumbled, “OK, Alpha team is up first. Beta, we’ll get to you later.”

“Hold it,” Nacht said, “We did this last time. Beta didn’t even get a run, training was cut short cuz the Farkas hit an ion storm!”

“The odds of that happening again are…are really bad,” Morreth said stiffly, “Obey orders,”

The tension in the room started to rise again.

“Why don’t they both go at once?” Mayle jumped in, “Start them each in a different docking bay, then see who gets to the target first!”

Everybody was staring at Travs.

“Very well,” she decided, “But the loser gets to clean all the spandex after the next mission.”

“Acceptable,” Nacht said. Vanheath nodded.

“Then let us begin.”



As soon as the go-ahead was given, Beta Team dashed down the hallway at full speed, Nacht in the lead.

“Where are we going?” Paulson gasped as she ran behind him.

“Far away from Alpha,” Nacht replied immediately.

“Take your time,” Syl said, a slightly sinister grin on his face as he watched the shapely woman’s behind bounce.

Porkchop, bringing up the rear, said nothing. He kept looking over his shoulder, hunting for signs of pursuit.

“You guys do realize you’re in a luxury hotel, right?” Mayle’s voice spoke into their ear pieces, “You’re standing out. Slow down, look like you’re on your way to dinner or something.”

“This is a Risan hotel,” Nacht said, “And I think it is the wrong time for dinner service.”

“Risan. Right. Then look like you’re on your way to an orgy! Who cares!”

“Roger, Mailman,” Nacht acknowledged, slowing his pace, ducking around a corner and trying to look nonchalant as he entered a larger concourse.

“Better,” Mayle sounded relieved, “Now there’s…whoops! Gotta talk to Alpha, back in a bit!”

“Who’s side is he on, anyway?” Porkchop demanded as he fell into step with the others. Nacht didn’t reply. “I said-”

“I heard you,” Nacht said, “Don’t worry about it,”

“But-”

“We need a plan,” Nacht went on, “A way up to the honeymoon suite,”

“I guess doing the wild animal rampage thing isn’t going to work here,” Paulson said, looking around at the crowds of well-dressed hotel guests (and barely dressed Risan employees) as they went about their recreational business.

“We’ll have to get closer,” Nacht said, “onto that floor at least.” He pressed his earpiece, passing the gesture off to casual observers as a brush of his hair, “Mailman, Beta. Can you look up the service access to the upper levels?”

“Already in front of me,” Mayle’s voice replied, “The service lift is…what? That’s not…but….OK,”

“What’s wrong?” Nacht demanded.

“I can’t tell you about the service lift,” Mayle sounded pissed, “Apparently, since Alpha is already-”

His voice broke up in a crackle of static.

“No cheating,” Captain Harth’s voice came over the comm, “Which means you can’t copy Alpha’s ideas, and you can’t hear about their plans from your little friend!”

The channel closed. Despite all their prompts, they were unable to raise Mayle again.

“That ASSHOLE!” Nacht seethed, “How are we supposed to do this without any support!”

“Easy,” Paulson said, her eyes locking on a group of strangely dressed humans, “We do this the old fashioned way!”



Ten minutes later, the elegant metal and glass elevator was rising from the lobby and shopping complex through a transparent tube towards the module of the orbital hotel that contained the guest suites. In it was a woman dressed as a French maid, a man in a yellow suit of military cut and two other men in green and purple suits respectively.

“I don’t even want to know why these people were dressed like this,” Paulson said, trying once again to move without her bosom jumping out of the skimpy outfit.

“They said they were going to a murder mystery party,” Syl offered helpfully, “Before we hit them on the heads and stole their vetements…cloths.”

“And room keys,” Nacht said, holding up an electronic wafer, “Whatever. Moving freely around the hotel with their keys while Alpha screws around in the service areas means we might just get there first!

They stepped out of the elevator into the top level of suites. A couple of turns later and they found themselves moving down a long corridor. Starry vistas were visible at the far ends, looking out into space.

“It’s right up ahead,” Nacht said “Porkchop, fire up the security scrambler, we can’t chance anybody catching us on camera. Get ready to change!”

A group of people dressed in scanty Risan uniforms stepped around a corner ahead of them. Very familiar people!

“Back off, Nacht,” Lt Vanheath said, wincing as his generous body hair tangled in the Risan mesh, designed for a less furry people, “This is an Alpha Team mission!”

“Uh, no, this is a competitive mission,” Nacht said, “We were here first!”

They were almost nose-to-nose, right in front of the door of the honeymoon suite.

“How do we settle this, then?” Vanheath asked.



Mayle was watching his screen with wide eyes. Vanheath and Nacht weren’t looking at each other like two friends in different units. They were looking at each other like…like a pair of alpha males ready to battle it out over a tasty kill.

“If I’d known this would happen, I never would have suggested a contest,” he groaned out loud.

“Well after the captain heard you say it, there was no going back,” Morreth grunted. The two of them were at a workstation in the Howler’s Den, Mayle providing support and Morreth acting as the link between the two teams and Lt Commander Travs via an open comm channel to the bridge.

“He knows a good idea when he hears it,” First Officer Belis’ voice came over the comm, “Science officer, make sure we have redundant recordings running. Who knows when we’ll get an opportunity like this again!”

“Opportunity,” Mayle muttered to himself. And a very convenient one, too. In fact…

He started tapping at his panel, closing the surveillance feed and opening the holodeck command history. The Howlers weren’t allowed to access the holodeck controls during a simulation; the only changes were made by Travs or Morreth as they conducted the training scenario…but all the senior officers had access.

And there it was, bright as day. Commands entered by Lt Soruk to adjust the timings of the guest elevator and service lift so that both teams would reach the Honeymoon Suite at the same time. And cutting off the Beta Team comm channels.

There wasn’t time to tell Morreth what he’d found. Instead, he accessed the holodeck control systems himself.



Nacht felt fur spreading across his skin as the changes began, his rage with Vanheath building to the point where he was losing control. Vanheath might have been starting his change as well…or it just might have been his normal body hair. He could hear squishing, crackling noises as his team also started to change.

This was about to get bloody.

“Hold on to something,” Mayle’s voice suddenly spoke in his ear.

“Huh?”

Syl, Porkchop and Paulson all grabbed onto the decorative fixtures running along the halls. Vanheath looked confused for a moment, then he heard a loud crack behind him. He barely had time to turn to look when the window at the far side of the hall shattered. A maelstrom of wind jumped to life as the corridor began to decompress. Nacht was pulled half a foot before jerking to a stop, both Syl and Paulson grabbed his arms before he could be pulled down the hall. Alpha Team wasn’t so lucky, tumbling towards the window for several seconds before the emergency bulkheads slammed shut: one in front of the window…and another between the two teams.

“CHANGE!” Nacht snapped. Fur, claws and fangs began sprouting from the quartet, each of them giving an unearthly howl as the transformation completed itself.

“What is all this RACKET?” a high-pitched, male voice snapped as the doors to the Honeymoon Suite opened, “Hey, you with the muscles! Get out here and tell these…oh.”

Nacht bared his teeth at the slightly effeminate Betazoid male as his eyes widened in fear.



Mayle turned his monitor off just before the boy band, their groupies (or prostitutes, who knew with celebrities) and even their security goons were reduced to bloody shreds.

“I’d like to be able to eat tonight, thanks,” he said to himself.

“So, Beta Team wins,” Morreth said, getting to his feet.

“Nothing wrong with that,” Mayle said, pointing a finger up, then to his ear “Just some friendly competition.”

Morreth’s face darkened as he understood the implication: Big Brother is listening.

“And if Starfleet or the Klingon High Command was running this ship, they’d approve,” Morreth said, “But with Intelligence in charge, who knows?”

“Starfleet Intelligence doesn’t operate much differently than Starfleet, most of the time,” Mayle replied.

“Most of the time,” Morreth agreed. They were quiet for a moment.

“I wonder why that viewport chose that moment to break,” Morreth said thoughtfully.

“No clue,” Mayle lied, “Probably something that one of the science guys slipped into the scenario. Some test or other,”

“You’re probably right,” Morreth nodded.

But the look on his face did not match his casual tone.



Days passed, and despite a busy training schedule the Howlers’ dance card was surprisingly empty. No mission had come down in nearly two weeks, not since they’d been assigned to convince a group of Bolian smugglers that a certain planet was too dangerous to be used as a meeting place. The planet happened to have a Starfleet Intelligence outpost on one of its moons, but using the Howlers to…discourage…the smugglers was a lot simpler and less likely to go sideways than getting actual SI agents involved.

Unfortunately, the extra downtime meant that certain Howlers were having issues controlling themselves.

“Both Porkchop and Vorns were in the galley last night, fighting over the last of the Rokeg Blood Pie Crewman Korth had brought on board,” Tomillo read off a list, “Paulson has a sexual harassment complaint against her from Ensign Phey,”

“Ensign Phey is a Sylvian,” Mayle said dryly, “The pheromones-”

“Pheromones or no, Ensign Pauslon will have to learn to control herself,” Tomillo cut him off, “So will Ensign Syl,”

“Who’s leg did he hump this time?” Mayle closed his eyes.

“Ensign Phey,” Tomillo replied, “Which is the next item on the list: Ensign Phey also has a sexual harassment complaint in against Ensign Syl,”

“I actually find that less surprising than the complaint against Paulson,” Mayle admitted. He leaned forward, “Look, Counselor, we both know that whatever it is that’s infected the Howlers, whatever it is that made them, it’s having an effect on them whether they’re in animal form or not.”

“That’s not excuse,” Tomillo started, but Mayle cut her off.

“We also know,” he went on, “that the science staff on this ship is far more interested in experimenting on them than curing them. Now can you really look me in the eye and say it’s not reasonable that we cut these guys some slack?”

“These guys?” Tomillo repeated, one brow arched, “Have you forgotten than you are also infected?”

“You wouldn’t know it to look at me,” Mayle countered, “C’mon, Counselor, we both know that Ensign Phey’s complaints wouldn’t hold up if the adjudicator knew what was being done to the Howlers,”

“Which is why the Captain is handling them,” Tomillo’s demeanor had suddenly cooled, “This is a highly classified matter, and you’re supposed to be helping resolve issues with the Howlers, not threatening the security of our operation,”

“Hey, I’m not threatening anything,” Mayle raised his hands, “I just-”

“I think we’re done for today,” Tomillo said, “The only other matter is Ensign Nacht and Lt Vanheath getting into two more fights, but given that no regular crewmen were involved I think we can leave that to you people to sort -”

Her padd beeped, indicating a message or announcement.

“Sorry,” she said. She looked at the padd for a moment. “Hmm. The Farkas will be putting in to Starbase 59 next week. That’s good timing! With most of the crew off the ship, you should be able to relax and unwind a bit. Get some of the resentment out of your systems.”

“Yeah, we haven’t had shore leave in ages,” Mayle suddenly felt a lot happier.

“Oh, the Howlers will be confined to the ship again, I suspect,” Tomillo said, “They always are.”

“What? WHY?”

“You’re enough of a risk to this ship and crew. Imagine what would happen if we set you loose in an actual civilized environment!” Tomillo tittered, “Anyway, I think we’re done for today. Good bye!”

“Look, I don’t think we-”

Tomillo tapped a button under her desk. Immediately, her door opened and a burly security guard stepped in, phaser in hand.

“Right, I’m going,” Mayle growled, walking past the guard without so much as a glance.



“No, we haven’t been to a starbase in close to six months,” Paulson said. She and Mayle were relaxing in a pair of loungers in Grandma’s back yard. Grandma’s Cottage was a favorite holodeck program for the Howlers, offering good food, good drink, plenty of outdoor space for running around (as human or beast) and, for certain individuals, the chance to put on Grandma’s pajamas and wait for Little Red Riding Hood to show up. Granted she was also a hologram, albeit one with a random timer set to bring her about at unexpected times, but usually at least once a week somebody would go tearing through the cottage chasing after the screaming youth. Sadly (or fortunately?) she always escaped.

“Really?” Mayle frowned, “Nurse Bayles said the Farkas was at Starbase 18 four months ago. And you stopped at Deep Space Nine to pick me up,”

“Four months ago the ship was quarantined for Xenxian fungal spores,” Paulson said, “But yeah…I guess we must have picked you up somewhere. I wonder why they never told us?”

Mayle braced himself.

“It’s because they don’t want you guys going on leave,” he said, “But I don’t think they want to deny you outright, so they just…make sure you don’t know about it,”

“That’s a dick move!” Paulson declared, “We haven’t been off this ship in months! If we’re stopping by Starbase 59, I want to go stretch my legs!”

“But the question,” Mayle asked, “is how do we do it without alert the rest of the ship?”

“That’s the easy part,” Paulson said, “The hard part is doing it without Nacht and Vanheath tearing each other to pieces.”

“We’ll need to have a chat with Lt Commander Travs as before we hit the base,” Mayle said, “Oh, and by the way, what DID happen with you and Crewman Phey?”

“It was completely consensual,” Paulson snapped, pointing a finger at Mayle’s face, “I just…things were getting really heated and I sort of…accidentally…started changing halfway through.”

“Oh,” Mayle swallowed, “Ew.”

“Yeah. He sort of freaked.”

“And how did Syl get involved?”

“He heard what Phey called me and went out for revenge,”

“Humping somebody’s leg isn’t exactly harsh revenge,”

“Syl was still dealing with those Bolian lice he picked up on the last mission. And now so is Phey.”

“Oh,” Myle swallowed again, “Remind me not to piss him off,”



“Commander Belis to Lt Commander Travs. We’re nearing our approach to the pulsar. Are all your people accounted for? We are expecting higher radiation in the outer compartments and don’t want anybody exposed.”

“Yeah,” Travs replied, “They’re all down in the holodeck, except for Mayle, Morreth and myself. We’re in the Den monitoring the holodeck. We’re going to run the Risan simulation again. Alpha team is convinced they could have beaten Beta if that window hadn’t blown,”

“Very well,” Belis replied.

“Too bad our stop at the starbase was cancelled,” she said casually.

“I’m sure we’ll make it up later. Belis out,”

“How convenient,” Travs muttered, “Lying scumbag,”

Next to her, Mayle tapped at a tricorder.

“Ships sensors show heightened radiation and that we’re maintaining a stable orbit,” he said, “But the tricorder tells me we’re docked at a starbase. Only twenty or so life-signs still on the Farkas, the rest are probably on the starbase already. They’re sending us false readings,”

“They really don’t want to let us out,” Morreth crossed his arms.

“If Tomillo hadn’t let slip we were stopping, we wouldn’t even know,” Mayle said.

“I really need this break,” Travs sighed, “I don’t know why, but it seems the past few weeks they’ve been keeping me extra busy. I’ve barely seen the whole squad in two weeks!”

“I guess they just love having you up on the bridge,” Mayle smirked.

“Hmm,” Travs rubbed her chin thoughtfully, “Travs to Vanheath. Begin phase one,”



Lt Vanheath and Ensign Nacht were standing in a storage room just down the corridor from Transporter Room Two. Oh, something that looked like them was down in the holodeck, and in fact there were even life sign readings down there that resembled them. But sitting in the holodeck while everybody else took leave was not part of the plan.

“OK, Trimble will distract the transporter operator, then we will go in and beam everybody over,” Vanheath was saying.

“I still think we should have made for the docking port,” Nacht said, “The transporter is too easily traced,”

“And the docking port will have too much traffic,” Vanheath shot back, “We might sneak one or two people out, but not a dozen,”

“Are you kidding? Nobody’s going to be back for at least three hours,”

“Gentlemen?” Mayle’s voice came over their earpieces, “Suggest we get going,”

“Copy, Mailman,” Vanheath said. He rose and started walking for the transporter room.

“No, I’m sure it was something important!” Trimble’s voice could be heard, “I TOLD the maintenance guy that after he spilled coffee on it, but he just shrugged and said it was part of the…the…I don’t know, something unimportant,”

“You can’t remember what it was, but you know it wasn’t important?” the transporter chief, an unfamiliar female, responded, following Trimble down the corridor.

“Well OBVIOUSLY I thought it might be important, or I wouldn’t be bugging you to come take a look!” Trimble was doing a great job of sounding exasperated.

“Perfect,” Vanheath said as they ducked into the transporter room and started tapping at the controls, “See? That’s the kind of varied skill set you need to be giving your guys. You never know what the mission could be,”

“My guys would have done just fine!” Nacht said indignantly.

“Syl would have ended up accused of sexual assault again,” Vanheath chuckled, “And Porkchop would have tried eating her,”

“Oh, and Vorns would have done all the better? Screaming at her for an hour?”

“That’s why I didn’t use Vorns,” Vanheath replied.

“And why I would have used Paulson. So there,”

Vanheath gave him an annoyed look.

“Setting coordinates,” he said, “We’ll beam in here, near some docking ports on the opposite side of the station,”

“Entering clearance,” Nacht said. Being a Starfleet Intelligence ship had its advantages…such as certain security codes that would prevent the station from wondering about errant transporter beams.

“Energizing,”



There was a shimmer of transporter sparks, then the twelve Howlers appeared in what was supposed to be an out-of-the-way corner of an arrivals concourse near a series of docking ports.

“Do I have 800 credits? 800 credits here? 800 credits. Do I have 900? 900 credits? Going once? Going twice? Sold, to the Bolian lady,”

“Huh?”

“Thank you so much for participating,” a neatly dressed man said to Lt Morreth, handing him a card, “You’ll be entertaining that kind lady there for the evening. Who’s next?”

“I…wait…what?”

Nacht cleared his throat and pointed at a sign. They’d apparently materialized in the middle of the 3rd Annual Charity Auction.

“You’ve just been raffled off for the evening in support of Bendii syndrome,” Lt Cmd Travs chuckled as the Howlers quickly cleared the stage, to the amusement of the crowd.

“As long as it’s for a good cause?” Morreth said uneasily as his bidder came to claim him, “I suppose the comic book shop will still be open later,”

“Have fun!” Travs giggled and waved.

“OK boys,” she said to her team commanders, “I’m off to a spa treatment,”

As she left, Nacht and Vanheath looked at each other.

“Pub crawl in the lower decks?” Nacht asked, “Out of the way, not likely to run into the other crewmembers?”

“Suit yourself,” Vanheath looked down his nose at the other team leader, “we’re heading to the recreation levels for the triathlon,”

“You’re definitely going to run into people from the Farkas there,” Mayle piped up.

“So?” Vanheath gave a gesture. His team immediately reached into their backpacks, pulling out wigs and makeup. In less than thirty seconds, they were all but unrecognizable.

“OK, whatever,” Nacht muttered, turning away.

“Yeah, have fun wasting your time,” Vanheath waved as he led his team towards a turbolift.

“Does anybody want to go and spend their vacation time running, swimming, and sweating their asses off?” Nacht asked his team.

There was a unanimous shaking of heads.

“Good.”

“To the pubs and clubs!” Syl announced loudly.



“We’re not really doing the triathlon, are we?” Ensign Packman asked, “I didn’t bring a change of clothes,”

“Don’t be silly, of course we’re not,” Vanheath shook his head, “But Beta Team doesn’t need to know that,”

“Clever, boss,” Crewman Johnson said.

“You know it,” Vanheath chuckled, “Now, where’s the nearest steakhouse?”

Mouths immediately began watering.

“Let’s find a Klingon one, they’re the only race that understand the importance of rare meat,”

“Gorn! Got to be Gorn!”

“You’re crazy! Let’s get Andorian! Steak AND organ meats!”

“GENTLEMEN!” Vanheath cut off the argument, “You’re missing a key fact: The question is not ‘Which steakhouse do we eat at?’. The question is ‘Which steakhouse do we eat at…first?’!”

The casual passerby might have been frightened at the look of feral hunger in the team’s eyes. In fact, several were.



Captain Evan Harth, Commander Belis and their senior officers were seated in The View, a moderately upscale restaurant looking out into the starbase hanger bay. Every starbase had several such restaurants, so the venue itself was no mystery. Why there were images of the same half-dozen middle-aged women plastered all over the walls was, however. A few docking slips away the USS Farkas was nestled up to a series of support umbilical while suited dock workers performed maintenance on one of the nacelles.

In many ways, Starbase 59 was exactly the same as every other starbase. One of the huge, standard double-mushroom shaped stations, there was a command center on top of a huge main docking bay, with a central core for shops, repair facilities, crew and visitor quarters and et cetera. Further down the shaft was a smaller section with cargo processing and smaller docking areas. Every station had its own character, and Starbase 59 seemed to have taken on the preference for automation predominant on its host planet. Almost everything that didn’t require a living person was performed by machine.

“Another mission well done,” Harth said cheerfully, raising a glass of something blue, “Congratulations to all.”

“Congratulations to the Howlers,” Commander Belis seconded, a bitter note in his voice.

“Problem, Commander?” Dr. Brent Wolfman asked as he perused the menu.

“Not at all,” Belis replied, sipping his drink.

Lt Soruk, the Vulcan science officer, lifted an eyebrow.

“You are lying,” he said flatly.

“Hey,” Harth wagged a finger playfully in Soruk’s direction, “Holding something back isn’t lying,”

“And accusing one of lying isn’t polite dinner conversation,” Counselor Diane Tomillo added.

“I apologize,” Soruk said, sounding as if he were reading from a script, “But you do appear to be hiding something,”

Belis contemplated his menu for a moment, then tapped his finger against a Bolian pasta dish. The menu chimed politely and he set it aside. He looked around, ensured nobody was listening, then spoke in a low voice.

“Our mission,” Belis said darkly, “was to kill six Federation citizens. And we accomplished that by using a troop of circus freaks that belong in an isolation lab, not running amok!”

“Our mission,” Harth said in the same low tone, “was to eliminate a group with known and proven ties to an illicit organ-harvesting ring responsible for killing or crippling dozens of innocent beings. And who happens to have some very highly priced and corrupt lawyers.”

“Which could have been accomplished with a single well-placed photon torpedo,”

“That,” Chief Engineer Xi’Strix twitched his antennae, “is like comparing a priceless work of art with a child’s finger painting.”

“Trust an Andorian to compare death with art,” Belis sneered.

“Trust a human to think there is a difference,”

“Gentlemen,” Soruk broke in, “This is not a secure location for such a conversation,”

“You’re right, of course,” Belis agreed, too quickly. “I did try to avoid discussing this, as you may recall,”

“I understand,” Soruk conceded.

“Let’s just enjoy our meal,” Harth proclaimed as a small automated cart came around with several steaming dishes, “We can worry about all this super-secret life-or-death stuff later,”

As they dug into their dinner, Belis kept glancing towards a row of windows that looked into Ring Review, the starbase promenade. At one point he could have sworn he saw a male that looked exactly like Lt Vanheath, only with red hair and a beard.

“Too much time thinking about work,” he muttered. Time to contemplate the drink menu a little more thoroughly.



“You see them? Packman muttered.

“Roger,” Vanheath muttered back, “To our four o’clock. Looks like all the senior officers are having a nice dinner on their first night of leave,”

“All the senior officers except for the Chief of Security,” Ensign Perry Trimble pointed out. He was a tall but very slim male of mixed heritage who looked like he’d blow over in a strong wind.

“Naturally,” Packman grunted, “The Chief of Security is a Howler, after all. Better to keep her on the ship in a kennel with the rest of the animals.”

“Come on, guys,” Vanheath guided them towards a restaurant that proclaimed itself to have the best fangor-beast steak in the quadrant, “Let’s just let those bastards have their fun. While we have ours.”

With the scent of raw and seared meat wafting out the door, nobody was about to argue with him.



“Maybe we should have something to eat before we start drinking,” Porkchop wondered as Beta Team settled themselves into The Beta Brewery. (The name was just a coincidence, referring to automatic beer-brewing machines that allowed one to experiment, but had resulted in said brewery being the first stop on their pub crawl.)

“Why?” Syl asked in his heavily accented Standard, “You didn’t eat enough on the last mission?”

“We’ve been over that,” Porkchop groaned, “It doesn’t matter how many Nicondii you eat, you’re always hungry again in half an hour! And that mission was days ago,”

“Look, they’ve got appetizers,” Mayle pointed out.

“Get what you wants,” Syl said, cracking his fingers, “I am trying the auto-brewer,”

“This seems dangerous,” Paulson said. She examined the panels on the automatic beer-making device, and pulled up the pre-programmed beer list.

“Grasshopper,” she mused, “sounds Denobulan. Nope, Canadian. Hmm. I have no idea what a ‘Matrian’ is, so there’s no way I’m trying their beer.”

“Ugh,” Nacht shook his head, “Seeta, you know you’re going to look through about fifty different choices, then fall back on the exact same thing you always drink,”

“A cosmo,” Porkchop giggled, “Like a girly-girl!”

“Which isn’t even a beer,” Mayle pointed out.

“At least one of us can be a sophisticated lady,” Paulson said dryly. She tapped a few buttons, then a bright red drink was dispensed into a martini glass.

“Yeah. Right.” Porkchop said. He pulled up the auto-brew menu, then hit a bunch of buttons at random, including a disclaimer that stated there was no refunds for failed drink experiments. The machine hissed, bubbled and wheezed. After a moment, a thick, black fluid dribbled out into a pint-sized glass.

Porkchop lifted in, then took a sip. The taste was somewhere between crushed cockroach and cat poop.

“Delicious,” he managed to say.

Mayle fiddled around with his own panel, noticing he could adjust everything from level of carbonation to source grains, yeast species, hops, additives and almost everything else. He was trying to decide between a Terran wheat and a similar Vulcan strain when Syl turned to face him.

“I do not think we have talked about the Risan holodeck mission,” he said without preamble.

“Why would we?” Mayle asked, picking the Vulcan grain and debating his choice in hops.

“It wasn’t the science team that made the viewport to break,” Syl said, “You warned us. You knew,”

“What’s your point, Syl?” Mayle asked.

“You are on our side,” Syl shrugged, “It is good to know,”

Mayle tapped the ‘brew’ button and the machine began to whir.

“I’m on the Howlers side,” he corrected Syl, “I don’t care about Alpha vs. Beta.”

“Alpha always gets the best missions,” Porkchop broke in, overhearing their conversation, “The best targets,”

“And why do you think that is?” Mayle asked.

“They think they’re better than us,” Syl replied with a shrug.

“Really. So they assign themselves the best missions?”

His beer emerged from the machine and Mayle took a sip. Then a larger chug. Syl, without asking, took a taste himself.

“Excellent,” he admitted.

“I might have to get me one of these machines,” Mayle agreed.

Porkchop poured his drink into a nearby plant and started tapping at his panel, glancing over at Mayle’s screen.

“As long as Alpha has more senior people and more experience, they’ll always get the best missions,” Nacht complained, halfway into his second drink already, “And as long as they get the best missions, they’ll have more senior people and more experience. It’s a vicious circle. The egg and the turkey.”

“But,” Mayle started to object, only to be interrupted by Syl.

“Show me how you made that beer,”

“Can we just not talk about work?” Paulson asked, throwing back the last of her cosmo and ordering another, “Mayle, what’s the deal with you and Becky Ianda? Weren’t you two going out?”

“No,” Mayle said, “Uh, here, Syl. Why don’t let me program this in for you?”

“Can you make mine French?” Syl asked, “Quebec French, not Paris French,”

“Uh…OK. What’s different with Quebec beer?”

“There has to be a lot of it.”



While Beta Team’s experiments grew more daring, Alpha Team was moving on to steakhouse number two.

Called ‘DoH Hom’ (roughly translated, Off the Bone), the place was clearly Klingon, though they would apparently serve anything that could be eaten. Free bloodwine was advertised for anybody who brought in their own kills. Their theme was ‘Ha’Dlbah vegh quantaHvIS’ (Meat Through the Ages) and their walls were decorated with everything from jagged stone knives to polished spears right up to flamethrowers and energy-based heating rays.

The proprietor, a swarthy Klingon named Rar, came right up.

“I warn you,” he grumbled in a low, rough voice, “If you request your meat served ‘well done’, you will be asked to leave. And by asked, I mean forced. And by forced, I mean…”

He grabbed one of the strange devices off the wall, aimed it at a nearby plant and pulled the trigger. For a moment nothing happened, then the plant started to steam…then wilt…then burst into flames.

“Ok, where do I get one of those?” Ensign Packman asked, clapping his hands with glee.

Vanheath shoved him behind the rest of the group, then turned to Rar.

“We don’t want our meat cooked,” he snapped, “Period. Now show us to our table and bring us something…bloody.”

“HAH!” Rar’s attitude changed immediately as he slapped Vanheath on the back and pointed at a heavy wooden table, “Words I hear far too rarely on this…this…vegetarian station!”

“What’s the Klingon word for ‘vegetarian’?” Trimble wondered.

“There isn’t one,” Rar snarled cheerfully, storming off to the kitchen.

They had barely managed to get themselves seated when Rar returned with a wooden platter bearing a raw, bloody haunch of meat. He slammed it down in the middle of the table, then stepped back to watch.

Alpha Team might have noticed that the entire restaurant had gone quiet as the other patrons, most of whom were enjoying medium-rare to medium cooked meals, stared at them. A table of Klingons were baring their teeth, no double eager to see the weakling humans turn green and ask for something cooked.

If so, they were disappointed. With a single, fluid move, Crewman Johnson grabbed a heavy blade from the table, carved off a long, thin slice of meat and flung it at Vorns. With a cry of delight, Vorns caught it with his teeth, blood spattering Trimble as the meat swung in his jaws. It fell to his plate, a bite-sized piece missing, and he immediately attacked it with his own knife. Before he’d taken a second bite, another piece was flying at Vanheath, then Packman and the remaining team members.

Cries of ‘Quapla’ rose from the Klingon table while the remaining tables turned away in disgust.

Rar, on the other hand, laughed loudly and went to get some complimentary bloodwine.



“Sounds like the Klingon place is the place to be tonight,” Captain Harth observed, hearing the loud shouts coming from the general direction of the DoH Hom.

“We could always head over there for drinks after,” Dr. Wolfman suggested.

“Are you kidding?” Counselor Tomillo asked, sipping her wine, “I’d rather keep at least an ounce of class, thank you,”

Commander Belis stared out into the Ring Review, a frown on his face.

“Excuse me,” he said, “I need to use the facilities.”



“You have got to be kidding,” Paulson hiccuped.

“Drink it!” Syl urged, “Be a brave!”

Porkchop, for his part, was contemplating a greenish-brown pint of something he’d somehow managed to coax from the auto-brewer.

“Maybe you got the station’s sewer lines instead,” Mayle suggested.

“Drink!” Nacht called from somewhere below the table. After something called a ‘Singularity’ he’d vowed to stick to Earth beers from the old United States of America…generally considered the weakest, lowest-alcohol beer in the known galaxy.

“Go for it,” Paulson shrugged, “Worst thing that happens is you black out.”

“No the worst thing that happens is he pukes on the floor. Which is much comfier without vomit,” Nacht’s voice wafted up.

Porkchop gripped the table for a moment, stared into the drink, then grabbed it, closed his eyes and took a swallow. His eyes popped open.

“It’s actually really good,” he said, “Sort of an…apple flavour?”

Syl took the glass and took a gulp. He heaved, then spit it out on the floor.

“Hey,” Nacht complained.

“It takes like…like…merde canard!”

“Huh?”

“Duck shit,” Mayle translated helpfully.

“Well I liked it,” Porkchop grabbed the glass back.

“Wait, wait,” Syl turned wobbly to Mayle, “The Risan simulation, I have a question,”

“Syl, just let it drop,” Mayle groaned.

“Non,” Syl said, “You helped us. Whether it was us against the Alphas, or you against the science team, I do not care. There is only one thing I need to comprehend,”

“And what’s that?”

“How did you find the holodeck command codes??” Syl demanded.

“Hey, yeah,” Paulson was dialing up another drink, “You can’t alter the simulations…they’ve got everything locked down. We tried!”

“You apparently didn’t try very hard,” Mayle chuckled, “The command code was ‘Password123’.”

They all stared at him for a moment.

“Who is running that ship???” Nacht wondered.

“Captain Harth,” Paulson said cheerfully, “A normal man, in a kingdom of freaks,”

“And in the kingdom of freaks…” Nacht spoke from beneath the table.

“The normal man is king,” Paulson finished, “Paraphrased a bit, but what can you do?”

“Hmm,” Mayle was thinking. Not about misquoting Erasmus, but about something Morreth had said earlier.

“Why wouldn’t Starfleet Intelligence want us taking leave on the Starbase?” he said, after a moment, “It doesn’t make sense,”

“Mais oui,” Syl disagreed, “We are…dangerous. And a bit crazy. I used to be afraid to shower with other people…now I am naked as much as not,”

“Don’t remind me,” Mayle muttered under his breath. Then, louder, “But we’re not that crazy, just a bit weird. And if Starfleet Intelligence wants to keep the Howlers a secret, then they want everybody to think the Farkas is an ordinary ship, just like any other. Which means they would want us doing all sorts of ordinary things…like taking leave, contacting loved ones and maybe even getting thrown in the brig for a good brawl. They wouldn’t want us all disappearing into thin air after being transferred to same ship due to ‘medical reasons’. It just screams conspiracy!”

“And?” Paulson was already down to the bottom third of her current drink, “What does that have to do with anything?”

“I…I don’t know,” Mayle shook his head, “I just have this idea that there’s something they’re not telling us,”

“No kidding,” Nacht grunted.

“I wonder how Morreth is getting on with the Bolian lady?” Syl wondered



“And then of course Bat, my third grandson by my son Sim, you remember, the one who divorced his wife after the hovercar incident? Well he married an Andorian who turned out be part of this spleen cult!”

“When will it end???” Morreth groaned softly.



Back in the Ring Review, Alpha team had left DoH Hom and had just been seated at Xphats, an Andorian restaurant. Calling it a steakhouse wasn’t quite accurate…on Andor, a steakhouse was simply called a restaurant and anything that wasn’t a steakhouse (or otherwise dedicated to meat) simply went out of business.

It was pure luck that Trimble was facing the entrance and had stood to his unusually tall height of 6’5’ just at the right moment. He ducked back down and hissed at Vanheath.

“Sir! We’ve got trouble!”

Vanheath looked towards the door, but couldn’t see past the waiters, customers and chest-level dividers that filled the space between their table and the entrance.

“Oh shit!” Crewman Johnson pointed, “Commander Belis! Talking to the host!”

“Bathroom! Everyone! NOW!” Vanheath snapped.

Moving as quickly as they could without running, the entire team rushed through a heavy iron and wood door and into the nearest washroom. As the five of them shuffled for space near the door, a single Andorian male finished washing his hands and gave them an odd look.

“He just saw his ex,” Packman explained, pointing at Vorns.

Giving them a sneer of contempt and muttering something about cowardly humans, the Andorian left.

Vanheath cracked the door open and pulled a small audio enhancer from his belt.

“You brought surveillance gear to dinner?” Packman asked.

“Did you not? Now shush.”

He fiddled with the device, then aimed it at the host stand.

“-certain you did not see these Starfleet security personnel this evening?” Belis was saying, holding up a small image, “Or perhaps half of them?”

“Who does and does not come to this establishment is none of your business,” the Andorian host was hissing.

“I am a Starfleet officer on a Starfleet station,” Belis replied coolly, “If you will not cooperate, I am certain a call up to Ops would speed things along,”

“As would a visit to the Mishtak pit,” the host shot back.

“Why are we hiding?” Vorns wondered, “We’re in disguise!”

“Shut up!”

“-been no Starfleeters this evening, other than the group that just came in. And they look nothing like these ones,” the host was saying, “Now either sit down and order something or be gone!”

Belis surveyed the restaurant. Was it his imagination, or did Vanheath see his gaze linger on their empty table for just a moment? Could he even see their table through the throng of beings and furniture? And why was there a nasty, serrated Klingon blade on their table!?

“Oops,” Johnson said, “my lucky steak knife!”

“Forget it, he’s leaving,” Packman gave a sigh of relief.

“Yeah, but that was way too close for comfort,” Vanheath pulled his comm-badge out of his pocket, “Vanheath to Travs,”

“What?” Travs voice was calm, but annoyed, “I’m just starting to relax down here,”

“Belis is looking for us,”

“Shit!” Travs’ voice was no longer calm, “Where are you?”

“Ring Review,”

“Get back to the Farkas,” Travs ordered, “That’s the first place he’s going to look,”

“What about Beta? They’re down in the lower decks, probably disgracing themselves as we speak,”

“I’ll handle them,” Travs replied, “Just get back to the ship! Travs out!”

“You heard the lady,” Vanheath grunted, “Let’s get going,”



Travs was out of her spa shift and back in her civilian clothes before the masseur could wipe the oil off his hands. Quickly settling her account she darted out onto the third level of the Ring Review and managed to catch a glimpse of Commander Belis as he strode by, two levels below.

Thanking her diminutive stature, Travs was about to head to the nearest turbolift when an odd thought occurred to her: Belis hadn’t called the holodeck for a status update. The Howlers had hidden their tracks well…so far as any of the Farkas crew knew, they were still on training on the holodeck. But all he had to do was call her on her comm-badge and have the bridge track her transmission. He would know in seconds if they’d snuck off the ship.

So why didn’t he?

She watched him walk towards a restaurant called The View. The rest of the senior staff was just stepping out.

“Those bastards went out for dinner without inviting me!” Travs snapped, “Now it’s personal!”

They spoke for a moment, then the senior staff started moving towards the turbolift. Belis, on the other hand, resumed his walk down the promenade. What was he up to?

“Travs to Vanheath. Change of plans. Go get Beta. Pull Morreth free of his ‘date’ and get everybody back to the ship. I have to check up on something.”



“Vanheath to Nacht. Vanheath to Paulson. Vanheath to Mayle,”

“Urp. Mayle here,”

“It’s about time somebody answered!” Vanheath snapped, “Abort mission! The First Officer is on to us! Back to the ship!”

“But we’re not done our pub crawl!” Porkchop’s voice could be heard in the background, “We only on our…which pub are we on?”

“The first one,” Syl replied.

“Yeah!”

“Fail,” Packman shot Vanheath a knowing look.

Vanheath rolled his eyes.

“Shrug off the synthohol and let’s go!” he snapped.

“Um…”

“You guys are drinking real alcohol, aren’t you,” Vanheath sighed.

“Maybe?”

“We’ll be right there. Vanheath out.”

“Time to go pull their nuts out of the fire again, sir?” Vorns asked.

“As usual,” Vanheath grunted.



“Oh merde,” Syl cursed as the line closed, “They’re coming down to get us? Like mamma and poppa? We will never hear the end of this,”

“To the ship!” Nacht started hauling himself to his feet, “Without their help!”

He tumbled back to the floor, taking a potted rhododendron with him.

“We don’t need their help,” Syl said, “I’m sober!”

“Yeah, right,” Mayle muttered.

“I am!”

“Yeah, then touch your nose with one finger?”

“Um…no,”

“Why not?”

“Because the last time I try that, I poke myself in the eye,”

“Come on, everybody up,” Paulson said, rising to her feet and pulling Nacht up off the deck.

Slowly, they all managed to work their way out of the Beta Brewery and into the small, cramped concourse that made up the lower decks version of the Ring Review. There were only three other open businesses this far down the starbase and none of them looked particularly inviting.

They staggered their way into the turbolift.

“Deck 15,” Mayle said.

“Deck 25 has the docking bays!” Syl shouted.

“Are you nuts?”

“It’s Deck 20,” Nacht piped in

“Computer, we need a directory!” Paulson said.

“No we don’t, we’re not lost!” Nacht objected.

“Yes we are!”

The computer chimed and the lift started to move.

“Where are we going?”



Travs had managed to grab a hooded robe from a Terran missionary stand as she moved along behind Belis. With her face shrouded in shadow, she was able to follow much closer to her target.

Belis had just passed a turbolift when it opened, revealing Beta Team in all their drunken glory. Syl’s shirt had somehow disappeared, Nacht’s head was lolling like a bobble-head doll and Paulson was the only thing keeping Porkchop and Mayle on their feet. Her eyes widened as she saw Belis. He stopped, seeming to sniff at the air.

Thinking fast, Travs ran towards him and brushed against him just enough to knock him off balance. She sprinted away from the turbolift, calling out a quick apology in what she hoped sounded like a male voice.

“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks!” Belis called after her.



“Close it! Close it!” Paulson was hissing, jerking her head towards the turbolift door control. Her hands were too busy holding Porkchop and Mayle steady.

“I am,” Nacht said, pushing his thumb against a button.

“No, that’s the ‘door open’ button!”

“Is not! Look at the arrows!”

“They’re pointing out! Like the doors are out, and they need to come in!”

“What…NO! Push the ‘in’ arrows! Like you want the doors to come in!”

“Well that’s just stupid,”

Paulson let Mayle drop to the floor and slammed her hand on the right button. The doors hissed shut just as Commander Belis was turning their way.

“Too close,” Paulson muttered.



“Where the heck did they go?” Vanheath demanded, looking around the empty Beta Brewery.

“Ask the computer,” Packman shrugged.

“No, that would leave a trace,”

“Vanheath to…oh forget it, they’re too drunk to answer,” Vanheath ground his teeth in frustration, “Vanheath to Morreth,”

“I’ll be right there! Where are you?”

“Beta Brewery, but-”

“Stay!”

In less than five minutes, Morreth came rushing down the corridor.

“Thank Khaless!” he exclaimed, “You saved me!”

“What, was the little old Bolian woman putting the moves on you?” Vanheath asked.

“No! She just kept going on, and on! About every relative she’s got, which sounds like half the galaxy! She was just about to tell me about her third-cousin’s fourth yeast infection!”

“Eww,” Trimble gulped

“Yeah, and hearing about the first three wasn’t great either! So what’s up?”

“Commander Belis was looking for us up in the Ring Review. We’re pulling back to the ship before the senior staff realizes we’ve gone off on them,”

“Oh,” Morreth looked disappointed, “I guess I won’t get to the comic book shop after all,”

“You’ll survive,” Vanheath shrugged, “So we beamed here…how are we getting back to the ship?”

“We’d have to sneak past the duty officer if we took the docking port,” Morreth said, “So Mayle has a program on his tricorder linked to a transporter recall sequence,” he looked around, “Where’s Mayle?”

Vanheath ground his teeth again.



Travs had flipper her hooded cloak inside out, changing the colour from creamy white to a sort of blueish grey. Handy feature, that. She was once again on Belis’ trail. He was heading for the docking bay, but from what she could tell he wasn’t going anywhere near the Farkas. Instead, he was heading to one of the bigger docking slips. Soon, the corridor opened into a sort of observational area, the sort of quiet place where Vulcans could meditate, Bajorans could pray and humans could try to seduce their dates. As they neared a row of double-high windows she could see a massive Galaxy-class ship moored with a series of umbilicals.

A single figure was standing in front of one window, facing out into the bay. Belis stepped up beside him, but didn’t face him or otherwise acknowledge him. There were a few other people in the lounge, but nobody payed them any mind.

Travs located a square cushion on the floor not far from the two and sat cross-legged, careful to keep her face concealed within her robe. Vanheath might have taken a real liking to the Starfleet Intelligence gear that was available aboard the Farkas, but Travs didn’t care for that sort of thing. She hadn’t been a security officer for over a decade without learning a few tricks, however. She pulled a standard padd out of her pocket and loaded a handy little audio pickup program she’d gotten from a Ferengi trader a few years back. Belis and the other man were speaking far too softly to be overheard, even in the quiet lounge. But the padd dutifully picked up their words and displayed them on the screen.

Voice 1: <-going as we thought it would. They’re beyond dangerous.>

That would be Commander Belis, Trav decided

Voice 2: <But you can’t argue with the results. The Tillet cartel’s lawyers kept the court system tied up in knots for five years. The Andorians sent three assassins after them! And now your Howlers have managed to succeed where everybody else failed.>

Belis: <I’m not arguing about the results, I’m arguing about the methods! Do you know how much damage the Howlers could do if they’re provoked? Every single person on the Farkas could be dead in less than an hour. Period.>

Voice 2: <Captain Harth’s superiors say that everything is perfectly under control.>

Belis: <Of course they would. But if I believed that, I wouldn’t be having this meeting with you, now would I?>

Voice 2: <And what do you expect me to do about it?>

Belis: <End this project! Get the Howlers off that ship and into a lab in Starfleet Medical, where they belong!>

Voice 2: <And what about the Xenerosian Pirates? Orders for that mission are being put together as we speak. They’ve been trying to push their way out of the Kaxxis Sector for two years. It’s outside of official jurisdiction and until they actually move against a Federation member the council won’t authorize any action. The Howlers could end that problem before it goes any further.>

Belis: <And the cruelty goes on?>

Voice 2: <As long as the Howlers are an asset, my hands are tied. You’re our representation on that ship, do what you can to minimize the damage. But I can’t help you. Not yet.>

There must have been silence, as the padd stopped transcribing for several moments.

Belis: <I understand, sir.>

Voice 2: <Be careful. You’ve heard the same stories I have. These people are dangerous.>

Belis: <Beyond dangerous, I know.>

Voice 2: <Good. Get back to your ship. I’ll expect to see you at Starbase 228 in two months.>

Belis: <Yes sir.>

Belis turned to leave. Travs appeared to be engrossed in her padd. The next time she looked up both Belis and the other figure gone.

It was time for her to do the same.



“Why haven’t we been beamed back to the ship yet?” Paulson asked Mayle.

“I’m having some trouble with the recall sequence,” Mayle complained, tapping only slightly drunkenly at his tricorder. They’d managed to find an out of the way corner near a docking bay cargo area to regroup. Nacht and Syl had coaxed coffee out of a nearby replicator and Paulson was halfway through a two liter bottle of water. Mayle had actually requested a hangover remedy, only to be firmly informed by the rest of the team that ‘those things never worked’.

“Trouble as in it’s not working, or trouble as in you’re still too drunk to hit the right button?” Nach asked, looking a bit more like himself.

“I’m fine,” Mayle said irritably, “But the tricorder doesn’t want to interface with the starbase computer network,”

“Wouldn’t’ that leave a trace anyway?”

“Maybe, but this tricorder is from a standard Farkas storage bin. It’s not tied to a particular individual,” Mayle repied.

“Oh,”

He tapped again, then cursed.

“I need access to an ODN interface terminal,” he declared.

“The Starbase has plenty of those,” Syl shrugged.

“Yeah, and they’re almost all at duty stations or otherwise hard to get at,” Mayle complained. He was quiet for a moment. “Alpha Team would be a big help. I bet Ensign Packman could get this thing talking to any old comm panel.”

“We’re not calling Alpha for help!” Nacht snapped, “We don’t need them!”

“This again,” Mayle rolled his eyes.

“If you’re such a fan of Alpha, maybe you should be working for them!” Porkchop almost snarled.

“What? I-”

Even Paulson and Syl were looking at him with open hostility.

Mayle clapped his hands together, causing everybody to start.

“What the hell is wrong with you people?” he demanded, “Alpha is on your…our side! They’re Howlers!”

“They’re not US,” Nacht said, “They think they’re better than us!”

“Big deal,” Mayle shrugged, “You always have those people. Remember Red Squad at the Academy?”

“I hated those guys,” Nacht agreed.

“We should eat them,” Porkchop added.

“Not what I meant,” Mayle groaned.



“Shit,” Morreth muttered, looking towards the gantry that led to the USS Farkas. Ensign Fraks was standing guard with two other non-Howler security officers.

“No way we’re getting in this way,” Vanheath agreed.

“Gentlemen,” Travs eased her way into their group, hood still covering her features.

“Here’s the plan,” Morreth said, “Ma’am, you’re a senior officer. You head out there, distract those security goons, then we sneak in.”

“Don’t be an idiot, and don’t call me ma’am,” Travs said, “If they see me off the ship, I’ll be lucky if I’m not shot on sight,”

Morreth looked like he’d been slapped.

“You’re a superior officer!” he said, “They can’t!”

“I just overheard a very interesting conversation between our favorite first officer and somebody who…well, somebody who seems to be high up in Starfleet Intelligence. Belis wants nothing more than to get us out of the way. I’m sure catching us like this would be a big step in that direction,”

“I…oh…”

“Where’s Beta?” Travs demanded.

“Well, we figured we’d beam them up once we were on-board the ship,” Vanheath replied.

“So you didn’t try to find them, or to get the recall program from Mayle’s tricorder?”

“We don’t need Beta!” Vanheath snapped.

Travs smacked him upside the head. Hard.

“We are the only Howlers in existence, and Starfleet can’t decide if they want us dead, dissected, or risking our lives to kill people they can’t!” she snarled softly, “We don’t have the luxury of this kind of…of…competitive pack mentality!”

“Yes ma’am,” Vanheath replied, looking abashed.

Very, very abashed, Travs realized.

“Where’s Beta?” she asked again.



“How can you possibly compare bringing porn to the workplace with our current situation?” Nacht was wondering.

“I didn’t!” Mayle objected, “Syl brought it up!”

“Oui,” Syl sighed, “I need a girlfriend.”

“Any luck?” Paulson asked tiredly.

“Well I thought I had a chance with Jasmine Bukan, but-”

“I meant Mayle. With the computer. Not your sad excuse for a love life,”

“No,” Mayle replied, tapping at a comm panel while Syl looked slightly offended, “It’s the data networks I need to get into…and I need enough access to get at external networks and into the Farkas.”

“We can’t just sit here,” Nacht declared. Apparently he was feeling well enough for his leadership side to show, “Let’s get to one of the Starbase transporter pads and beam to the Farkas from there!”

“Are you kidding? They’re guarded!”

“So we get Paulson to seduce the guard,” Nacht shrugged, “Syl, if it’s a girl. Or a gay guy,”

“Hey!” Syl objected.

“Please, you’ll sleep with anybody who compliments your six-pack.”

“I don’t have the six-pack,”

“Exactly.”

“Travs to Mayle,”

“Thank God,” Mayle tapped his comm-badge.

“Step away from the group. I need a word in private,” Travs said firmly.

“Uh, OK.”



Ten minutes later, Nacht and the rest of Beta were working out the specifics of his plan when Lt Commander Travs walked into their little corner. She marched directly at Nacht, drew back a fist and slugged him full across the face. He dropped like a stone.

“Alpha is meeting us two corridors over,” she snapped, “Mayle will bring the recall program, Packman will get us into the ODN system, then we will beam back to the Farkas. Anyone got a problem with that?”

Everybody shook their heads ‘no’.

“Good,” she nodded.

As they started moving, Mayle discreetly moved to Travs’ side.

“You were right,” he murmured.

“Show ain’t over yet,” she replied.



They were back on the Farkas less than ten minutes when Commander Belis walked into the Howler’s Den.

“How’s the training going,” he asked casually.

“I think Syl got one of the holograms pregnant,” Travs replied, trying to sound tired and annoyed. Not a very difficult task, that. “And Alpha Team managed to trigger the hotel self-destruct. Nevermind that the hotel doesn’t HAVE a self-destruct!”

“Hmm,” Belis eyed him carefully, “Well, in any event we’ve left the vicinity of the pulsar. You may all resume your…whatever it is you do when you’re not slaughtering the innocent,”

“Throwing puppies off a cliff?” Mayle quipped pleasantly.

“Dear Lord, who would do something like that???” Belis looked aghast.

“Nobody, I hope,” Mayl shrugged.

Shaking his head, Belis left.

“Mission accomplished.” Mayle said to Travs.

“Hmm,” Travs grunted, “Get the guys in the briefing room.”

“You know that Captain Harth and Commander Belis can overhear anything you say in that room,” Mayle warned her.

“Let them,” she replied.

“You’re not going to tip your hand about…what you heard?”

“Oh no,” Travs assured him, “But I think Harth and Belis still need to be reminded that we’re not just dumb animals. The rats in this maze have a word or two for the people running it.



Travs stood at the front of the briefing room, Nacht to her left and Vanheath to her right. Nacht’s left eye was good and swollen, and Vanheath kept shooting smug looks his way. The rest of the team watched nervously from the seats…with the exception of Mayle. Whatever was about to happen, it was something instinctual…something feral. And definitely something that was linked to the animal side of the Howlers.

“You two,” Travs snapped, “have, for whatever reason, decided that your teams belong to you. That you can do as you wish, without concerning yourself for the good of the larger team. Here’s a news flash for you,”

Her fist jumped out and clipped Vanheath neatly on the left eye. He gave a surprised squawk, then fell back against the wall. She turned to Nacht, but he was already crouched down, hands upraised.

Signaling his complete submission.

“We are ONE team,” Travs snapped, “ONE pack! Whichever way you want to look at it. There will be NO MORE of this ‘team-vs-team’ crap! You still answer to ME! Any problems?”

Nobody answered.

“Good,” she reached down and helped Vanheath off the floor, “I’m sorry I had to do that, Jacob,” she said to him, then turned to Nacht “And to you, as well. It’s not personal,”

“Then why-”

“Ensign Mayle, you want to fill everybody in?” Travs asked.

Mayle took the stage.

“It’s animal behavior,” he explained, “We know that changing into your…wolf forms…whatever they are, on a regular basis is having an effect on your human behavior.”

“Anybody who’s seen Syl in the shower knows that,” Paulson said dryly.

“Right,” Mayle agreed, “But I, or rather Lt Commander Travs and I, think that what we have here is an experiment in pack mentality. When I first got here, the Howlers were a single pack, united under one alpha personality. But over the past few weeks, the Lt Commander and Lt Mooreth have been spending more time on the bridge, in staff meetings, or otherwise kept away from the Howlers. At the same time, Alpha and Beta teams have been running missions and training that pit one of you against the other.”

“I should have seen it sooner” Travs shook her head, “What happens when you take the alpha from the pack?”

Everybody slowly turned to look at Nacht and Vanheath.

“The stronger members of the pack start to fight for dominance, to see who will be the new alpha,” Vanheath said, looking embarrassed.

“Which is why I had to rearrange your faces,” Travs said, looking apologetic, “I had to speak to the Howler in each of us. I had to reassert my authority as leader of this pack, and doing it the Starfleet way with a nice little meeting and a note to your personal files just wasn’t going to cut it,”

She looked up at the ceiling, roughly where the security sensors would be.

“I’m certain this little episode was part of an experiment the science team came up with,” she said, “In fact, I’m sure they carefully documented our behavior during the whole thing. But this particular experiment is over,”

She took a deep breath, then smiled.

“You can bet,” she said, “That I won’t let things go this far again. And on that note, pups, let’s get out of here. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,”

Still looking a bit uncomfortable, the Howlers started filling out.

“Not you,” she snagged Mayle by one arm, then waited until the room was empty.

“You realize this means you’re my point of reference on this,” she told him, “You’re the one person on this team that doesn’t react like a social predator,”

“It’s a good thing you got me and not my sister,” Mayle quipped.

“Look, just…keep an eye on the guys. And let me know if you see anything strange,”

Mayle gave her a look.

“I mean strange for the Howlers!”

“Deal,” Mayle chuckled. He sobered, “but there is something that’s still bothering me,”

“Oh?”

“Tomillo. She let slip that we would be at the starbase. Then she covered it up”

“So?”

“So, she NEVER talks to me about ship business!” Mayle said, “If the message hadn’t come in on her padd at that exact moment, I bet she never would have mentioned it!”

“So we got lucky,” she shrugged, tapping on her padd. She handed him the padd, then turned to leave.

“Now let’s go get some grub.” she said.

Mayle glanced at the padd.

<Worst case scenario: she just slipped.> the padd said. <Best case scenario: somebody on the senior staff wanted us to know. Which means we may have an ally.>

No, Mayl thought to himself.

Worst case scenario, it was part of yet another experiment.



Up in the conference room, the senior officers paused the surveillance feed.

“Any issues with your experiment ending early, Doctor?” Captain Harth asked.

“No,” Dr Wolfman said pleasantly, “I have more than enough data. I think we can safely say that a twelve-Howler pack will remain stable, provided the alpha is around. But I think if we added more than, say, two more pack members, then the pack would likely split.”

“And not without bloodshed, I imagine,” Commander Belis mused.

“Oh, probably,” Wolfman agreed, “I’m sure somebody’s throat would be torn out,”

“Now now,” Harth said pleasantly, “We don’t want them dead.”

“Yet,” Belis added.

“Oh come on, Martin,” Harth smiled, “Don’t be that way. By the way, you said you were checking for the Howlers when we left the restaurant…you seemed to think they might have been off the ship. Anything unusual?”

“No,” Belis replied, “I checked several locations around the station. Didn’t see any sign of them.”

“Good. Then we can safely say they stay put, right where I wanted them,” Harth rose to his feet.

“Dr. Wolfman, are you ready to proceed with the next experiment?”

“Sure, the next one’s a snap,” Wolfman said.

“Glad you’re prepared.”

“No, I mean it’s literally a snap. We’re testing bone strength and regenerative rate,”

“Sounds fun,” Harth nodded, “Dismissed.”
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Up the Heat

“Target is leaving the Romulas Republic” Crewman Johnson reported, “Bright pink dress, long blond hair,”

“I see her,” Ensign Nacht reported, “With the two bags?”

“No,” Johnson corrected, “the one with the short pink dress. Like, short-short.”

“Ohhh…you mean the slut with her underwear showing,”

“That’s the one,”

“Call a woman that again,” Ensign Paulson’s voice dripped with menace, “and you’ll be joining them,”

“Sorry, Seeta,” Nacht gulped.

Mayle sat at his usual station in the Howler’s Den, watching surveillance feeds from multiple monitors and working the Farkas’ sensor array to maintain a fix on each of the Howlers. Both teams were deployed to Starbase Waystation, with Alpha team sitting causally at a table in the food court while Beta team pretended to browse the deals at Nandagar’s Secret.

“How about this little number?” Paulson asked, holding up what was either a bunch of steak knives stuck together or a Breen bustier.

“I’m sure you’d look hot,” Syl said dutifully, “but the metal would pinch,”

“I meant for the target,”

“Could we focus, please?” Nacht asked, carefully picking up some sort of thong.

“Oh! Can I see that?” Syl snatched it from him, then held it over his clothing, “I would be looking very sexy in this, no?”

“Pack Second, this is Mailman,” Mayle said, holding back a chuckle, “We’ve got eyes on the target. Suggest we hurry, the guys are getting antsy”

“Confirmed,” Lt Morreth growled, “Prepare to…no, I wasn’t talking to you!

“Is that formal wear guy still giving you a hard time?” Mayle asked.

“Just because I’m not an over-muscled lug doesn’t mean I can’t look good in formal wear!”

“Well, you are pretty…uh…slim. For a Klingon. And it is a Klingon formal wear store.”

“And you’re pretty pale,” Lt Vanheath added helpfully, “Don’t forget pale!”

“That is what I told him!” a rough Klingon voice came over the comm.

“Morreth, use your earpiece for crying out loud!” Lt Commander Travs’ voice broke over the comm, “This is supposed to be a secret mission!”

“How exciting!” the other Klingon mocked.

“Um…I sort of…that is…” Morreth stuttered.

“You lost it. Didn’t you.”

“I’m going to Soup on a Stick,” Morreth snapped, “I can’t work like this!”

“Pack First, this is Mailman,” Mayle decided that despite procedure, maybe he shouldn’t be going through the second-in-command at the moment, “We’ve got eyes on the target and the guys are getting antsy,”

“Mailman, I really need a new call-sign. ‘Pack First’ sounds like I’m going on a trip.” Travs replied, “OK, Packman, how’s that surveillance hack coming?”

“Almost ready,” Ensign Packman replied. He was one of the more tech-savvy members of the team, and as such had been given the task of creating a hole in Waystation’s security scanner coverage.

“You said this would take five minutes! We’ve got the Starfleet Intelligence override codes and the how-to guide, and everything!”

“I know,” Packman replied, “But the guide says that every security chief with an ounce of sense has some sort of alarm that tells them when somebody tampers with their system…even if it’s SI. I can’t find this one! This Lt Commander Russel must be a really sneaky genius,”

“Or he didn’t bother to make an extra alarm,” Travs suggested.

“I guess…”

“Mailman?” Travs prompted.

Mayle was in the Waystation personnel database in an instant, pulling up Russel’s file in two and ready with an answer in three.

“I don’t think there’s an alarm,” he said.

“OK then. Security system hacked.” Packman replied.

“Good,” Travs replied, “I’m in position in corridor 24-B. Alpha Team, go,”



Lt Vanheath, the only member of either team in uniform, pretended to tap on his padd, then approached the target’s bodyguard.

“Sir,” he said softly, “I’m Lt Jacobs, station security. I’m afraid we have an indication that there is a minor threat to your client. I suggest you take her back to her hotel suite until we’ve had a chance to evaluate the threat.”

“What sort of threat?” the bodyguard, a tall, bulky Vulcan asked calmly.

“The local Beiberites are mobilizing against her,” Vanheath replied, somehow keeping a straight face,”

“Understood,” the Vulan nodded politely, then turned to his client.

“Miss Cyrus,” I suggest we return to the suite immediately.

“Hmmph,” Miley snorted, looking down her nose at Vanheath, “Fine!”

“Target is en route,” Vanheath said softly as the two of them left.



“We really need to stop mixing 20th Century Celebrities with 24th-Century settings,” Mayle mused as he tracked Miley Cyrus on the surveillance feed, “It just doesn’t make any sense. Any why would the fan club of one celebrity be a threat to another? By the way, Commander Travs, she’ll be at the corridor crossing in thirty seconds,”

No answer came over the comm, but he could hear the crackling of bones and the rustling of mutating flesh. Travs was halfway into ‘costume’ already.

“According to the mission notes, ‘Beiberites’ are more of a cult than a fan base,” Vanheath supplied helpfully.

“Don’t wanna know,” Mayle said, “Commander, fifteen seconds,”

This time a soft grunt came back.

“Alpha Team, Beta Team, you guys may want to start making your exits,” Mayle advised.

“Roger,”

“Got it,”

“Five…four…three…two…one…”



“I just don’t understand why they hate me so much,” Miley was saying to her bodyguard, “I mean, just because I stole his thunder at the Grammy’s is no reason to-”

WHAM!

Just as the singer stepped into the corridor intersection a blur of dark fur flashed from her right. Something snapped out, striking the bodyguard in the temple and sending him to the floor like a ton of bricks. There was a flash of claws, a snap of teeth, then two separate, bloody pieces of singer dropped to the floor next to him.

By the time Travs re-entered the Starfleet Square Mall she was human again, fully dressed and sipping on a cup of Beanus original roast.

“Mission accomplished,” Mayle advised over the comm.

“Well done people,” Travs said, “Computer, save recordings and end program.”

There was a confirming beep then Waystation vanished, only to be replaced with the standard holodeck grid.

“Debriefing in thirty,” Travs advised, “Hit the showers, pups.”

“You still have some…” Syl pointed at her lip, “Right here,”

Rolling her eyes, Travs wiped the simulated blood off her lip.

“Close enough for government work,” she said.



Thirty minutes later, the Howlers were in their briefing room going over their training mission.

“Packman, I know it’s not your specialty, but you’re doing really well on the tech side of things,” Travs was saying, “I’m making that assignment permanent for you,”

“Just keep the ‘How-To’ books coming,” Packman said, not sounding especially pleased.

“We’ll see if there’s a learning annex course or something you can take,” Morreth offered helpfully.

“I’m happy with how this one went off, people,” Travs said, “Especially because it was done almost entirely without changing.”

“Yeah, I thought we were going to focus on missions involving primitive societies,” Vanheath spoke up, “You know, were we could all change without being noticed,”

“We are,” Travs nodded, “But we’ve got to stay flexible.”

“ATTEN-TION!” Morreth suddenly snapped.

Half the Howlers snapped to, the other half looked at the door to see First Officer Belis strolling on in.

“As you were,” he said, “Lt Commander Travs, we were just reviewing your training mission up on the bridge. Well done. Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“You left one hell of a mess for Waystation Security to clean up,”

“Our people aren’t implicated,” Travs replied, “Both Alpha and Beta were on Waystation’s security grid the entire time. I was in the dead zone for less than a minute, and no human could have made it from my last recorded position to the attack scene and then to my exit point in that time,”

“Leading the investigating officer to conclude that you couldn’t have done it,” Belis lifted an eyebrow.

“Exactly.”

“So what exactly are they to conclude? That the target simply…fell apart?”

“No, that somebody else was there, and that that someone else did the murder,” Syl spoke up.

“More likely they’d suspect that you were a Changeling,” Belis said, “And they’d be giving us a nice little call asking for a blood screening,”

“So we give them one,” Travs shrugged.

“We give them a sample of Howler blood?”

“Well no, but we conduct the screening and say it’s fine,”

“And then they suspect the whole Farkas has been taken over,” Belis crossed his arms, “And then we’re getting far more attention than a top-secret ship wants,”

“I think that’s highly unlikely,” Travs said coldly.

“I don’t,” Belis said, “Run it again. And this time, try to find somebody to pin it on,”

He turned to leave.

“Carry on,” he waved a hand.

Trav looked around the room, then sighed.

“You heard him, pups,” she said, “Let’s run it again.”

“Three more hours down the toilet,” Syl grumbled, “I wanted to watch the hockey game,”

“And I wanted Commander Belis to give me a foot massage, but it’s not happening,” Travs replied.

“Who are we going pin things on this time?” Morreth asked.

“I have a thought,” Travs said darkly.



Three hours later Travs, Belis and Captain Harth were in the Captain’s ready room.

“I told you to keep the Farkas clear of suspicion in this little holo-program of yours!” Belis was snapping, “And instead you killed the target and slaughtered an entire Waystation security team!”

“And?” Travs asked calmly.

“AND YOU USED A HOLOGRAM OF ME TO FRAME ME FOR…FOR…MULTIPLE HOMOCIDE!” Belis shouted.

“Good thing it was all a simulation,” Travs smirked, “Seriously though, you wanted us to take out the target and point the blame somewhere else. We could have used a hologram of a random, generic alien to divert attention.”

“Exactly! The only reason to use ME is for spiteful malice! Which is entirely inappropriate!”

“And I suppose shooting me down and arguing with me in front of my entire squad is any better!?” Travs demanded, “You were way out of line!”

“So were you!”

“And now you’re both even,” Captain Harth said cheerfully from behind his desk, “And really, not much harm was done. Commander Travs, you will invite Commander Belis down to the Howlers Den for a meal or to do…whatever it is you people do in your off time. And Commander Belis, you will graciously accept. And the two of you will smile and be pleasant and show the Howlers that it was all just in good fun.”

Neither Travs nor Belis looked particularly happy about that.

“And do it quickly,” Harth added, “We have a mission coming up for you in two days. We’re en route to the Viatte system,”

“Two…days?” Travs asked, her issue with Belis suddenly on the back burner.

“Is there a problem?” Harth asked.

“Um…it’s just…it’s that time. Of the month,” Travs said.

Belis rolled his eyes.

“Not this again!”

“Commander Belis, give us a moment,” Harth said.

Belis left the room.

“Have a seat,” Harth invited.

Slowly, Travs sat.

“Alice, I know you’re having a rough time lately,” Harth said, “We’ve kept you busy up here, and the Howlers have kept you busy down below decks. Now, I know you all think it’s some sort of ‘experiment’,” he made little finger quotes, “but we weren’t trying to drive your team apart, or reduce the effectiveness of your leadership,”

“It’s been rough,” Travs admitted carefully, “But this is-”

“Different. I know.” Harth looked the very model of the concerned father figure, “And this monthly…issue…doesn’t help either. Have you considered asking Dr. Wolfman to give you something to stop-”

“I’m allergic to the medications,” Travs cut him off, “But I have other…means. If you’ll excuse me sir, I really need to start the prep work for this mission,”

“Of course. The details have been sent to your office,” Harth smiled again.

“Thank you,” Travs nodded as she left.

Harth watched he leave for a moment, then returned to work.

“What an interesting bunch,” he mused.



The next day, both teams were gathered in the briefing room when Travs and Morreth arrived. Morreth started tapping his padd, transferring mission details to the main screen. Travs though…Mayle squinted. Was she wearing a field suit? She was! A faint shimmer an inch or two off her skin revealed the force-field environmental suit. Terrible for working in space, but great for working in a poisonous atmosphere or quarantine zone.

“Why is she-” Mayle started to say, but Porkchop cut him off.

“Let it drop, man,”

Frowning, Mayle sat back.

“OK, pups,” Travs said loudly, “We’ve got a mission. Tomorrow, the Farkas will enter orbit of Viatte II, a Prime Directive protected planet with Richter rating C-657-443-2. Use of electromagnetic radiation and transistors, but no subspace or transtator development,”

“Another 20th-Century Earth,” Packman muttered.

“Right,” Travs agreed, “Now, an undercover team was sent to the planet two weeks ago to conduct cultural research. They’ve missed their check-in and we’re the closest ship. So we’re sending a team down to locate them,”

“Explains the short notice,” Nacht said.

Travs went to adjust the controls, only to yank a hand back, cursing. She fiddled with a small control unit on her belt, then managed to work the panel without zapping herself. Mayle was about to ask her about it, but Paulson kicked him under the table and he shut up.

“Now, we have a possible reason for why they’ve gone missing,” Travs continued. A report appeared on the screen, “Their last transmission included information on a very unusual cultural practice among the Viattians: They regard animals as the ultimate moral compass.”

“That’s not so unusual,” Morreth spoke up, “Klingons consider animals to possess the purest fighting spirit,”

“This is a bit different,” Travs turned to him, the shimmer of her field suite glittering in the light. Mayle held his tongue yet again. “The Viattians believe that animals are also the ultimate moral judge. Anything you aren’t willing to do in the presence of a companion animal is considered amoral. As a result, Viattians bond with an animal…a ‘familiar’, at an early age. They’re always expected to be together. At work. At home. If your familiar and your date’s familiar don’t get along, it’s a sign your relationship is doomed already.”

“They don’t…sleep with them, do they?” Syl asked, an expression of distaste on his face.

“Sleep, yes. But they don’t…” Travs rolled her eyes, “Syl, get your mind out of the gutter.”

“Sorry. The gutter is sort of my second home.”

“Now, a person in public without a familiar is viewed with great suspicion,” Travs continued, “Which means the research team, who didn’t realize this until they’d already been on the planet for a few days, is probably in jail,”

“Sounds like a good job for us,” Vanheath said thoughtfully.

“Exactly,” Travs agreed, “We will send a team down consisting of myself and Ensign Mayle. I will be in Howler form, obviously, and Ensign Mayle will be the human half of our team,”

“Um, shouldn’t I be on the ship, monitoring?” Mayle asked.

Paulson kicked him again.

“What?” he asked her.

“Quiet,” Paulson muttered.

“Mr. Mayle, I know you’re still relatively new to the team, but in this case you have to trust that you are the best person for this mission,” Travs said coldly.

“It just seems a bit odd that our leader and our liaison officer are the two people being sent,” Mayle insisted.

“Mr. Mayle,” Travs put her hands on her hips, causing a show of sparks, “This is a very sensitive mission. My level of control over my animal form is unusually high for this team. I’m going. And you…um…you need to be the one that comes along. For reasons that…are none of your business!”

Mayle’s control broke.

“Why are you wearing a field suit?” he asked quickly, “Does it have to do with that? Why are you-”

“BECAUSE SOMETIMES I LIKE TO OVULATE!” Travs snapped.

Paulson, Porkchop and half the other Howlers did a face-palm.

“We warned you, buddy,” Syl groaned.

“But…but…” Mayle was confused. He looked at Paulson, “You-”

“I’m not the alpha,” Paulson sighed, “Travs is the alpha. And when the alpha has her…fertile time…the male Howlers get very…very…um…”

“They can’t breathe the same air as me without getting ideas,” Travs snapped, “Hormones, or pheromones, or some other shit that Wolfman finds just fascinating. The first time it happened it caught us completely by surprise. Now I either stay away from the team once a month, or I have to make sure they don’t get a whiff of…whatever,”

Mayle looked over the other men in the room. Most of them were looking at the floor, embarrassed.

“What happened the first time?” he asked.

“Shut up,” Travs said firmly, “Now, because your animal instincts seem to be much less intense than everybody else, you will be accompanying me down to the planet. We will locate the research team and assist or extract them as necessary. Ensign Packman will handle your usual job at the sensors. Everybody else will be on standby in case we need extra teams. Any MORE questions?”

There were none.

“One last thing,” Travs said, “An animal with a lack of morals, or ‘corrupt familiar’, as the Viattians call them, are extremely rare. But not unheard of. If you do end up on the planet, try not to do anything…stupid.”

“So Syl’s staying here,” Paulson whispered to Mayle.

“Hey,” Syl looked hurt.

“We beam down at 0830 tomorrow,” Travs said to Mayle, “The rest of you, be here at 0800. Dismissed.”



The USS Farkas glided into orbit of Viatte II. The small Intrepid-class ship was able to slip unnoticed past the half-dozen or so communications satellites the Viattians had managed to place in geostationary orbit around their planet. A single small moon orbited unusually close, signs of frequent lunar landings already evident. Taking up a decidedly non-standard orbit, the helmsman attempted to keep the ship off any primitive tracking systems the Viattians might be employing.

“Orbit achieved, sir,” Ensign Zaz Yurkar reported. Her grey skin was slick with a slightly slimy secretion her species used in lieu of sweat. (A towel had been placed on her seat.)

“I am picking up energy emissions consistent with radar,” Lt Soruk reported from Sciences, “I am adjusting our shields to absorb the energy without reflecting it. However it is highly likely that they are employing visual tracking systems of some kind,”

“Telescopes,” Commander Belis nodded, “The shorter we make this mission, the better,”

“Tactical assessment?” Captain Harth asked.

Lt Morreth stood in Lt Commander Travs’ usual place at Tactical. He was frantically tapping away at his panel.

“Lieutenant, the Captain asked you a question,” Belis snapped.

“Working on it, sir,” Morreth replied, “I haven’t looked at stuff this primitive in a while,”

“This is why we prep for-” Belis started to rise, but Captain Harth cut him off

“It’s all right,” Harth said, “I wouldn’t know a nuclear missile silo from a microwave oven, myself,”

“Uh….OK,” Morreth finished his analysis, “Inter-continental ballistic missiles with nuclear warheads. They appear to be in a very low state of readiness. Plenty of anti-aircraft missile batteries, but nothing that could make it into orbit. Other than that, everything is as we’d expect,”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Captain Harth nodded, “Beam down the team,”



“You’re good to go,” Ensign Packman said, standing in Mayle’s usual place next to the transporter chief.

“Are you ready?” Mayle asked Travs.

“One moment,” Travs took off her field suit, closed her eyes, a look of concentration coming over her dark features.

Mayle turned away. The transformation from human to bestial, wolfish Howler was not a pleasant sight to witness, with flesh twisting and bones creaking. Packman however didn’t seem to mind. A strange look came over his face, then he turned to the transporter chief. He was looking at her a LOT more intently than he had been a moment ago. In fact, he seemed more that a bit…aroused?”

Packman noticed Mayle’s gaze and moved behind the transporter console, concealing his…anatomical response.

“Look, it’s the pheromones, OK?” he said, very embarrassed, “This is why we can’t be around her without the field suit right now,”

“Sorry,” Mayle said, “I didn’t mean to seem…judgmental.” He picked up Travs’ field suit emitter and set it on the transporter console, “I’ll be sure she gets this when we get back,”

“Thanks,”

“Pig,” the transporter chief muttered, shifting herself away from Packman.

Travs had finished her transformation and was staring expectantly at Mayle.

“Right,” Mayle said, “Let’s go.”

“Don’t forget this,” the transporter chief said, holding up a collar and leash.

“Look,” Mayle said, hands on hips, “I appreciate the sense of humour, but we’re all getting a bit sick of the constant ‘dog’ jokes, OK?”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny,” the transporter chief snapped right back, “You’re going undercover. As a Viattian and his familiar. His pet. And pets wear leashes and collars on this planet!”

Mayle’s eyes widened, then he flushed.

“Oh. Right,” he said sheepishly. He quickly snapped the collar round Trav’s neck, certain the whole time that she was grinning at him.

“Just…please energize,” Mayle said.

They disappeared in a shower of transporter sparks.



“Away team is…uh, away,” Morreth reported, a stutter in his voice.

“Thank you,” Commander Belis said curtly.

“Take a deep breath, Lieutenant,” Captain Harth said pleasantly, “I know you don’t work up here on the bridge often, but we’re a fairly relaxed bunch,”

“Um, yes sir,” Morreth said.

There was a beeping from Lt Soruk’s console.

“We may have to become somewhat less relaxed,” the Vulcan said in his usual monotone.

“Problem?” Belis asked.

“Sensors are detecting a Class-8 solar flare being emitted by the Viatte star,” Soruk said, tapping at his panel, “The heavier matter ejected from the corona will not reach the planet for another twenty point two hours. However there is an increase in electromagnetic radiation,”

“Oh, even I know the answer to this one,” Morreth laughed nasally, “Happens all the time. I’ll just increase power to the shields,”

“No,” Soruk replied before immediately, “deflecting the energetic particles with our shields will make us visible to planetary radar.”

“Oh,” Morreth was abashed, “Right. We can’t be detected,”

“We could drop into a lower orbit,” Commander Belis suggested, “The planetary magnetic field would give us more protection,”

“But we’d be easier to spot by optical telescopes,” Captain Harth shook his head, “And if we try to stay on the dark side of the planet long enough to outlast the flare, we’d have to take our orbit well beyond transporter range,”

“I suggest we leave orbit entirely,” Lt Soruk said, “In the unlikely event Lt Commander Travs and Ensign Mayle require assistance, we can return with a 68% chance of arriving prior to any serious injury or death on their part.”

“HEY!” Morreth objected, “You can’t just abandon them because of something as routine as a solar flare!”

Belis was about to chastise him when Captain Harth spoke up.

“So we find an uninhabited island, preferably tropical, and land the ship,” he said, “Lt Soruk, find us a landing zone. Ensign Yurkar, power down the warp core, secure our plasma emissions and bring the atmospheric thrusters online,”

Lt Soruk thought for a moment.

“That would be the ideal solution,” he agreed.

“So glad you approve,” Harth chuckled, “Ensign, take us down,”

“Aye, sir,”



As the Farkas was preparing for its descent, Travs and Mayle were stepping out of the empty ally they’d beamed into and onto a sparsely populated thoroughfare. A few Viattians were walking calmly along the route, but the early local time meant that things were still pretty slow.

Still, as the report had suggested, there wasn’t a single Viattian walking alone. Every single one of them was accompanied by a furry, four-legged companion. They weren’t exactly dogs, but they were relatively close. They seemed to almost resemble Earth Labrador breeds, however they were considerably larger, with narrower muzzles and longer limbs.

Travs was still considerably bigger, shaggier and more muscular than the rest of them. The Howler beast form wasn’t entirely canine, but it was pretty close. Still, as long as she didn’t rear up and walk or run on two legs (as Howlers could), she should be able to pass for a local.

The locals themselves were unremarkable humanoids. Their skin colouring was different (Dr Wolfman had given Mayle a hypo to change his colour enough to blend in), they lacked eyebrows or other facial hair (Dr Wolfman had given him a follicle suppressor) and males of the species had no external gonads to speak of. Mayle had thanked Dr. Wolfman for his offer of a temporary gender-reassignment, but had firmly declared that he would just keep his pants on for the duration of the mission.

“OK,” Travs said, “So…how should we start? I don’t suppose you can sniff them out?”

Travs looked back at him, but didn’t say anything.

“Right, you’ve never met them. How could you?” Mayle muttered to himself, “They should have sub-dermal transmitters, but we’ll have to be close to pick those up. And I’d have to pull out my tricorder, which I don’t want to do with Viattians around,”

Travs darted ahead, the leash nearly yanking Mayle’s arm out of its socket.

“Or I could follow you,” he gasped, running to keep up,”



“Landing trajectory plotted,” Ensign Yurkar reported.

“Bring us down,” Captain Harth ordered.

The Farkas fell towards the planet, its course best described as a belly-flop. The ship couldn’t glide across half the planet in a manoeuvre to shed velocity, nor could it come in fast enough for atmospheric friction to heat up the hull or shields. Either would result in detection. Instead, they’d taken up a geosynchronous position above their landing zone and allowed the ship to fall, using the atmospheric thrusters to keep their descent slow. The approach was inefficient and required a tonne of fuel (literally), but they weren’t exactly in short supply.

“Lt Morreth, anything on the planetary nets?” Harth asked.

Morreth was monitoring the computer as it combed through thousands of intercepted radio and television broadcasts, searching for key words like ‘alien’, ‘spacecraft’ or ‘meteor’.

“Nothing on the public nets,” he reported, “Military is…hmm, that’s strange,”

“What?”

“Well, it’s some sort of encrypted traffic,” he reported, ”

Lt Soruk raised an eyebrow.

“We broke their military encryption before we entered orbit,” he said, more than a hint of condescension in his tone, “The necessary keys are located-”

“I know where they are!” Morreth cut him off, “This isn’t…should they be able to do this?”

Lt Soruk tapped at his panel for a moment.

“Gentlemen?” Captain Harth asked.

“No,” Soruk said, one eyebrow arched, “This level of encryption is beyond the technology of the Viattians,”

“Abort landing,” Harth ordered, “Get us back into orbit,”

“I’ll have to fire up the impulse engines to do that,” Yurkar warned him.

“That’ll light up every EM sensor on this hemisphere,” Belis groaned.

“Prepare to-”

Harth was cut off as the ship shook hard, knocking him to the deck.

“Energy beam from the surface!” Morreth cried, “They’ve taken out two of our atmospheric thrusters!”

“We’re off trajectory,” Yurkar called, “At this rate, we’re going to end up in the ocean!”



Down in the Howlers Den, Lt Vanheath and Ensign Nacht looked up at the ceiling as the ship shook, their cards and poker chips spilling across their table and onto the floor

“I wish they’d stop training new helmsmen every time we sat down to a game,” Nacht griped.

“I doubt they’re doing it on purpose,” Vanheath said.

“Oh yeahs?” Syl turned from his workstation, “You don’t think they sit up there, watching us, waiting until just the right moment to shake us like the frappé? Like another one of their silly experiments?”

“They…they wouldn’t be that petty, would they?” Paulson asked.

“Last week, they made me take a bath,” Porkchop spoke up.

“So? We all wish you’d take more baths,” Nacht shrugged.

“But every time I started to fall asleep, they dropped the water temperature five degrees! How much more petty can they get?”

They all looked suspiciously at the nearest security sensor.



“Twenty seconds until impact,” Yurkar called out. The island they were supposed to be landing on slipped past their view on the main screen, leaving a view of nothing but open water and a flattening horizon.

“All power to the structural integrity field,” Belis ordered.

“Ten…five, four, three, two, one,”

The bridge shook slightly as the ship splashed into the ocean.

Morreth, on the deck and wrapped around the Tactical station support pillar with his eyes squeezed shut, slowly opened one eye and looked around.

“That was…um,” he slowly climbed to his feet, “No damage? Apparently?”

The rest of the bridge crew looked at him, annoyed.

“We only lost a couple of thrusters,” Belis said, “Enough to throw us off course. It’s not like they crippled the ship or something!”

“Oookay,”

“The question being,” Captain Harth rose to his feet, “Who are ‘they’, why did they shoot us down, and how did something like this happen on a planet that isn’t supposed to have anything more powerful than a chemical rocket?”

“Existing alien presence,” Lt Soruk began listing possibilities, “Proximity to Romulan space suggests they could have an outpost here. Previously unknown alien culture. The Viattians could be a post-warp society instead of a pre-warp society. Or they may simply keep their more advanced technology hidden,”

“And we’ll have no clue which it is unless we send more away teams, or do some fairly invasive sensor sweeps,” Belis cut him off, “Not to mention repairing the thrusters, which will take?”

“About three hours,” the Lieutenant at the Engineering station reported.

“So we’re stuck in the water for three hours,” Belis nodded.

“There is severe interference with the sensor systems,” Soruk said, “Source unknown,”

“So we can’t see what’s out there,” Harth said

“And…you know…the Viattians might come looking for us,” Morreth offered.

“Indeed,” Harth agreed, “Ready the Howlers. Alpha Team will investigate the source of that beam. Beta Team will assist with ship security,”

Inside, Morreth felt his heart leap. Yes! He’d hoped that his rare opportunity to serve on the bridge would show the Captain and the rest of the senior staff what he was capable of. This was the sort of thing that led to a good personal performance review at the end of the year. Which led to promotion, larger quarters, better missions…etc. But this…this was beyond his greatest hopes! Now, for perhaps the first time, the Farkas wasn’t just shuttling the Howlers around! This time, the Farkas NEEDED the Howlers to help get them out of a jam! And he would be the one on the bridge, bringing the news of their success to the senior staff!

With visions of rank pips in his head, Morreth tapped his comm-badge.

“Bridge to the Howlers Den,” he said, “We’re deploying! Alpha Team, form an away tam and prepare to beam to the nearest landmass to investigate the possibility of advanced technology. Beta Team, link up with ship security and be prepared to defend against a possible attack,”

“Whatever,” came the voice of Ensign Nacht.

“I…what?” Morreth’s eyes widened. Everybody on the bridge could hear what was being said.

“Now Ensign, don’t forget protocol” Lt Vanheath’s voice came over the comm, “It’s ‘whatever, sir’!”

“Oh, you’re right, Lt Vanheath,” Nacht said, “How could I forget?”

“You’re welcome, Ensign Nacht,” Vanheath repled, “See, Morreth, we’re onto the bridge’s little game. We don’t know just what this experiment is this time. Poking us with sticks,”

“Cutting us,” Paulson chimed in.

“Viral infections,” Porkchop spoke up.

“Pack dynamics,” Vanheath added.

“Sleep deprivation,” Trimble said.

“But either way, we’re not buying it,” the comm went dead.

Morreth stood, stunned on the bridge

“I told you this would happen sooner or later,” Belis said to Harth.

“Hmm,” Harth looked thoughtful, “Morreth, you are currently the senior Howler on board. Get down there and sort things out,”

“Yes sir,” Morreth started to leave, looked back at his station, then back at the turbolift.

“Now,” Belis said sharply, “We’ll call up a replacement for Tactical until you get back.”

“Yes, sir,” Morreth gulped. He jumped into the lift.

That promotion suddenly didn’t seem so close.



Travs had managed to pull Mayle down over three city blocks. Travs had been fully alert, her eyes open for any visual sign of the research team, her ears listening for the casual mention of ‘strangers’. So far, she hadn’t heard anything of interest. She was about ready to pull Mayle up to an attractive Viattian woman in the hopes that he would start up a conversation with her when there was a hard tug on her leash. She looked back, to see Mayle gesturing instead at a dark alley.

Travs sighed. Mayle still wanted to pull out the tricorder. She didn’t know what kind of security officer he’d been on his last ship, but his time running the sensors for the Howlers was making him a bit too dependent on technology for her tastes. This mission was about hunting for clues! Talking to people! Sniffing out the faintest hint of Starfleet’s missing people! If she wanted to stare at a sensor screen, they could have stayed on the ship.

She gave a grunt that she hoped sounded like ‘No’, then returned her attention to the target Viattian. The woman was walking along the street, her familiar following along. Her familiar, perhaps sensing Travs’ gaze, turned to stare back at her for a moment. Was that a frown on the animals face? Travs wasn’t sure…and she wasn’t familiar enough with the planet to know what kind of scents might mean what. And talk about scents! There seemed to be a sudden surge in smells, enough to give her a hint of a headache.

Mayle was pulling at her leash again.

Travs realized she was going to have to address this problem.

She allowed him to lead her to the alley. As soon as he was sure they were alone, he pulled his tricorder out of a pocket and started tapping.

“I’m definitely picking up human life-signs,” he said “And one Andorian…probably surgically altered. They’re about five kilometres west of here.”

Travs ducked behind a dumpster and concentrated on her human form. Her flesh rippled and deflated, her teeth and claws retracted down to human size and, as her knees reversed from canine to biped, she rose to her feet.

“What do you-”

“YEEE-AHHH!!!!” Mayle jumped, started.

“Sorry,” Travs hoped nobody would walk in to investigate his shout. She was completely naked, as her usual spandex would look weird on an animal that was supposed to be a pet, no matter how discreetly designed it had been, “Look, we have to talk, and we have to do it ALL now! I can’t keep switching! You know nobody’s managed to change more than three times a day, and I can barely do it twice!”

“Why do we have to talk at all?” Mayle asked, holding up the tricorder, “I found them.”

Travs massaged her temples.

“When was the last time you were on a mission like this?” she demanded.

“Well, it’s been a while,” Mayle admitted, “Back on the Aerostar it was usually running around screaming while somebody shot at us, chased us, or tried to eat us,” he shuddered, “Or all of the above. Which is how I wound up here,”

“Your tricorder tells you roughly where they are but it won’t tell you how to get them!” Travs snapped, “You don’t know if they’re in a coffee shop, a police station, or a public stockade! Now listen carefully, because I’m not talking to you as your friend right now and I sure as hell am not talking to you as your pet! I’m talking to you as your commanding officer, and as somebody who wants you to get through this mission alive!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mayle mumbled, looking at the ground.

“And look me in the eye!”

“I can’t when you’re naked,” Mayle gulped, “And with that leash on…it’s like some kind of creepy bondage scene. I really, really hope nobody comes in here. And that nobody’s watching us on the ship’s sensors.”

Travs rolled her eyes.

“OK, point taken. But here are my instructions:” she reached from behind the dumpster and poked Mayle in the chest, “Talk. To. People! Be charming, be witty, be aggressive. Whatever it takes! It doesn’t matter what planet you’re on, people talk. And whatever information you need, somewhere nearby is an over-talkative idiot just waiting to give it to you. OK?”

“Yes, ma’am” Mayle folded up the tricorder and put it away.

“I hope so. Because I won’t be able to do this again,” Travs said.

This time, her transformation to beast was considerably slower, requiring deeper concentration. Changing from human to Howler was usually a matter of seconds, but this time Mayle was waiting for over a minute as Travs’ flesh shifted and rearranged itself. There was still no pain, but an uncomfortable pins-and-needles sensation ran over her limbs.

She looked back expectantly at Mayle as he bent to pick up the leash.

“OK, let’s try this again,” he said.



Morreth stepped into the Howlers Den in a state of near-panic.

“To the Transporter Room!” he yelled in his whiny, nasal ‘command voice’, “To the Armoury! We have a mission to accomplish and a ship to defend!”

“We disabled the security scanner in here,” Ensign Packman said calmly, sitting at a work terminal, “It’ll only last a few minutes,”

“But long enough that you can drop the act,” Ensign Nacht added, “What’s really going on?”

“We’ve crashed in the ocean on Viatte,” Morreth exclaimed, “The Viattians have some secret technology…or there are Romulans here, or something. So we need a team to go the island to investigate, disable that beam and erase any recordings of the ship. And another team to be ready to defend the ship if the Viattians find us before we can fix the ship and depart!”

“And let me guess,” Lt Vanheath said, “We have about three hours to do it?”

“How did you guess?”

“Because almost ALL of our training scenarios take three hours!” Vanheath shook his head, “And why would they send Howlers to look for alien technology? That sounds like more of a science team job, since Starfleet usually wants to TALK to the aliens instead of kill them. And defending the ship? Hello, we have ship security for a reason! And come on, you’re telling us we crashed, but we barely felt a thing down here!”

“Well, it was more of a rough landing instead of an actual crash,” Morreth admitted.

“Or the helmsman just juked the ship around a bit to make you THINK we crashed,” Nacht suggested, “We’re probably still in orbit of the planet,”

“If the planet’s even real,” Paulson said thoughtfully “Maybe Mayle and Commander Travs were just beamed to the holodeck?”

“Security sensors coming back up,” Packman warned.

“Fake scenario or not, you know what happens if the Captain decides we’re more trouble than we’re worth!” Morreth said quickly, “It’ll be off to the lab!”

The Howlers exchanged a look.

“Good point,” Vanheath admitted, “OK, Alpha is off to the island. But if we get sand in our fur, there’s going to be hell to pay!”

“And Beta will…I guess we’ll get our stuff and wait here until the pretend aliens come to imagine taking over the ship,” Nacht shrugged.

“Don’t say that.” Paulson chuckled, “It’s happened,”

“Don’t be ridiculous. How the heck could something like that possibly happen?”



“Sounds like the Howlers are getting ready to go” Belis advised Captain Harth.

“Good. Lt Morreth has managed to convince them we’re not making this up?” Harth replied.

“More or less,” Belis shrugged.



“OK,” Mayle said quietly, “I’ll go up to that woman and strike up a conversation. You play nice with her familiar while we talk, and I’ll casually mention strangers in town. So…uh, stomp your paw once for yes, and twice for no,”

Travs looked back at him. Wolf-beast or not, Mayle could read the expression on her face perfectly. It said: ‘Are you frickin’ kidding me? Just get the hell on with it!’

“Right then,” Mayle started to walk towards the woman. He was still five paces away when his comm-badge started vibrating.

“I better get this!” he said, moving quickly away from the woman and towards what appeared to be the local equivalent of a telephone booth.

Travs whined in frustration. What bad timing!

Mayle stepped out of the booth.

“That was Commander Belis. The Farkas was hit by some kind of energy beam and landed in the ocean,” Mayle said softly enough for her to hear, “We’re to continue on our mission and-”

His badge vibrated again.

“One sec!”

Travs was a hairs breadth away from biting him and eating his comm-badge. How the hell were they supposed to accomplish the mission with all these interruptions!

“That was Morreth. Alpha Team is beaming to an island that they think is deserted, but that might be the source of the beam that hit the Farkas. He says everything is just fine, and that we should continue on with our mission,”

Travs was already pulling him towards their intended interrogation victim, who was at this point getting rather far away.

Mayle’s badge vibrated yet again. Travs growled at Mayle, baring her teeth.

“One sec!”

He ducked into the booth again. In seconds, he was back out.

“That was Lt Vanheath,” Mayle explained, “He says-”

Travs barked. Not a bark like a regular dog, but a throaty, deep, powerful WOOF that told Mayle in no uncertain terms that he was to shut the hell up and carry on.

“He said the Holwers think this whole thing is secretly a holodeck training scenario, but that we should continue on our mission anyway,” Mayle finished, his voice almost a squeak.

Travs really wished she had hands. A face-palm was really called for right now.

And what was that SMELL???



Alpha materialized on the island, their uniforms crisp, their hair well groomed and their tricorders held in outstretched hands, ready to begin their investigation.

It was a nice fantasy, anyway.

They actually materialized in a raging tropical storm, with rain pounding down, thunder crashing and lightning lighting up the sky. Vorns immediately let out a howl-like scream, throwing his head up at the sky. Trimble and Johnson ran for cover while Vanheath struck the ‘commander leader pose’, his shoulders back, spine erect, head tilted slightly back and arms ready.

He realized after a moment that his team wasn’t adding to the image he was trying to project, shook his head, then joined Trimble and Johnson under a nearby tree.

“Maybe the Farkas was just struck by lightning?” Trimble asked, shouting to be heard over the raging storm.

“Maybe,” Vanheath shrugged, “But I doubt it”

“I can’t see a thing in this storm,” Johnson complained.

“Go ahead and change,” Vanheath said, “I’ll do the tricorder scans,”

Johnson, Vorns and Trimble quickly changed into wolf form. Their uniforms were ripped to shreds (further destroying Vanheath’s fantasy), leaving them in their barely visible, coloured spandex doggie-shorts. Vorns let out another howl as the transformation finished, rivaling the storm itself.

The three Howlers vanished into the nearby tree line, the rain suddenly forgotten. Vanheath, though still human, felt a surge of animal desire flood though his body. He wanted to be with the pack, hunting down whatever prey had dared to try to strike them down! His blood sang with fury, his hands tingled with the imagined feeling of the hard packed ground.

Whoops, no. That was fur. He was starting to change!

Forcing himself to focus on the task at hand (and his humanity), he pulled out his tricorder. The Farkas’ sensors might have been having issues, but his tricorder showed big energy emissions barely a kilometer away.

Time to investigate.



“Good day, miss. How….uh,” Mayle panicked, trying to figure out what to say, “I like your dog?”

It seemed to be the right thing to say, as the Viattian woman smiled at him and asked how Travs had grown to be so big.

As they chattered on, Travs turned her attention to the Viattian’s familiar. The dog-like animal appeared to be female. She was smaller than Travs, though still large by Terran standards. Her coat was a light beige, and Travs could detect a slight scent of shampoo. Clearly the animal was well pampered by its owner.

The familiar looked back at her, then sat back on its haunches. A strange smell passed over Travs’ nose…did the damned thing have gas?

“No,” the Viattian was saying, “I remember something in the news about some strays being found without their familiars, but I don’t actually know anything about it,”

“No harm in asking,” Mayle replied.

“I should introduce you to my friend, Mas,” she went on, “He has a few friends over at the news service. His familiar is a charming thing, I’m sure yours will get along wonderfully with her,”

The beige animal had cocked its head and was now staring at Travs curiously. Her tongue lolled out as she panted, then half barked, half whined for a couple of moments.

Not sure what to do, Travs imitated the creature, trying to ignore a new barrage of stinks. The Howlers had found out early on that trying to speak English through a canine mouth resulted in a strange warbling, much like dogs trying to imitate their masters.

“Yeah, great time we’re having here,” Travs attempted to say. (It sounded more like rawwrararrrrarawwraw-raww.)

“Oh, they’re talking to each other! Isn’t that cute,” Mayle forced a laugh.

The woman looked at him strangely.

“Familiars don’t talk like that,” she said.

“But they…just now…” Mayle shook his head, “Never mind. Where did you say I could find your friend?”

The woman gave him an address. The instant she finished, the beige familiar jumped to her feet and ran towards a nearby building, pulling her owner along with her.

“Oh, somebody’s got to go to the little puppies room,” the Viattian laughed, “Have a good day!”

Mayle waved good-bye and turned to leave. As he did, Travs saw the Viattian take her familiar off her leash. The animal slipped into a doggie-door, the sign above which flashed to display the Viattian word for ‘occupied’.

Spoiled animals, Travs thought.

“So…they take their animal for walks, then wait outside while they go inside to piddle?” Mayle muttered, echoing her thoughts.

“Woof,” Travs agreed.

“Well, don’t get any ideas. This is the only time I’m ever taking you for walkies.”



Morreth was back on the bridge, watching as the bridge crew coordinated repairs to the Farkas. On his panel, one screen was switching between the sensor feeds that Packman had running into his workstation in the Howler’s Den. The rest of his displays all concerned ship security. It was no wonder Travs always seemed to distracted when she was on the bridge! He’d forgotten that playing den mother to the Howlers wasn’t her only job.

The slow shifting of the deck wasn’t helping either. There was a good chance he was getting seasick.

“I have determined that it is the high levels of magnesium in the sea-water that is disrupting our sensors,” Lt Soruk said, “As long as the primary sensor arrays are submerged, sensors are degraded. Transporter emitters on the dorsal hull remain functional,”

“Lt Morreth, do you have more details on the beam that hit us?” Captain Harth asked.

This was an answer he was ready for!

“The beam was actually comprised of three individual beams,” Morreth replied promptly, wiping sweat out of his brow ridge, “A high-powered sustained microwave beam, a gigawatt pulse laser with approximately a 50% duty-cycle and a burst of focused gamma-radiation. Though based on the duration of the gamma-burst, I believe it was an experimental system that failed shortly after activation. The combined effects were not enough to damage the hull, however they did interfere with the antigravity pads in the atmospheric thruster system, enough to throw us off course and drop us into a dive,”

Harth and Belis looked back at him. Lt Soruk raised an eyebrow.

“Are you sure you’re supposed to be working in Tactical?” Belis asked.

Morreth bristled.

“A shorter answer next time would be appreciated,” Belis added, dryly.

“Big hot beam hurt ship,” Morreth replied snidely, “Knock ship down.”

“Don’t be insubordinate,”

Morreth was about to reply when his comm beeped. It was Packman.

“I still can’t get anything other than comm feeds,” Packman said, “Vanheath is tracking energy emissions. The other three are running around the jungle. I think Vorns ate an alien monkey. He might need his stomach pumped if it turns out to be poisonous,”

“Keep them under control,” Morreth hissed quietly, “Don’t you know how important this is?”

“I’m sure its very important to you and your new friends up on the bridge,” Vanheath’s voice came over the comm, “But a possibly-simulated twentieth century planet isn’t really a big threat,”

“Big enough to shoot us down!”

“If they did,”

“I…ghuy’cha’!” Morreth cursed.



Vanheath had followed his tricorder for nearly a kilometer when he came across an open field. A few hundred meters away hulked a large stone bunker with a heavy metal door. Directly behind the bunker was a broad, flat hatch built into the ground, rainwater running off through a series of drains along the edge. Vanheath had no idea what it was, but it was big enough to conceal even a primitive beam emitter.

“Vanheath to Farkas, I found the source of the beam. No idea what it is yet. I’m going to try to break into the…facility, or whatever it is.

He spotted several surveillance cameras, easily put out of order with one of the Starfleet Intelligence gadgets on his belt. He crept carefully across the empty field. There were life-signs on his tricorder, but all but two were reading as asleep. Those two were probably watching the cameras. He eased his way up to a primitive computer panel mounted next to the door. As he did, an odd scent crossed his nose.

“Vorns?” he called softly, toggling his earpiece, “Were you marking your territory over here?”

A negative-sounding grunt came back over the channel.

“Hmm,” he sniffed again.

“Can you stop smelling things and just open the door?” Packman’s voice came on, “Uh…sir?”

Coughing, Vanheath pulled out a cryptographic analyzer from his belt. No sooner had he slapped it into place than a siren started blaring, teal lights started flashing and the sounds of shouting humanoids and barking dogs filled the air.

“I think I tripped an alarm!” Vanheath cried, “I need some HELP OVER HERE!”

He bolted, running back towards the treeline. The door behind him ground open and the sound of shouting became even louder. Vanheath risked a glance back. Dogs! And machine guns! Over a dozen soldiers were pouring out of the base, weapons in hand. Straining at their leashes were half a dozen huge canine animals, their jaws set in grim determination.

Familiars! Only bigger and far tougher-looking than the images of the city animals he’d seen before!

“HURRY!” he gasped, resuming his sprint. He reached for his phaser, finding nothing Prime Directive! He couldn’t let them see advanced technology! They’d all left their phasers on the ship!

“If you could just get out of sight we could beam you up!” Packman’s voice spoke in his ear.

Vanheath had reached the treeline. He dove behind a fallen log, out of sight of the soldiers.

“NOW!” he called.

“Trying to get a lock…”

Vanheath’s nose prickled before he felt the warm breeze of breath on the back of his neck. He slowly turned, finding himself face to face with once of the big dogs.

“Nice puppy,” he gulped. Oh, the irony of being mauled to death by a wolf. He slowly eased his hand towards his non-existent phaser, but the animal growled.

And the soldiers were getting closer.

“I can’t get a lock,” Packman sounded worried, “Give me a minute!”

“I don’t have minute!”



Back in the calm of the city, Mayle and Travs had reached the address of Mas. It appeared to be a shop of some kind, selling light green bottles of liquid. Intoxicants, maybe?

A slight-looking Viattian was standing behind a counter. Curled up in one corner was a small, female familiar. The female was slender and petite, more so than most of the animals they’d seen so far.

“Oh my!” exclaimed the man (Mas?) as they walked in, “Isn’t she a beast!”

“Uh, she’s not that bad once you get to know her,” Mayle replied.

“Oh, I’m sure,” Mas made kissing noises with his lips. His familiar jumped up, eyes Travs with suspicion, then interest.

“Now” Mas said, giving Mayle a once over, “What can a humble proprietor like myself do for a handsome young thing like you?”

“Uh, I’m looking for a group of…friends,” Mayle replied, “They came to town a couple weeks ago, then we stopped hearing from them,”

“Oh!” Mas looked around, then lowered his voice, “You don’t mean those strays from the park, do you?”

“Maybe?” Mayle was confused.

As they spoke, Travs and the other animal eyed each other. The other animal was sniffing at her, though as she did so a wave of odors washed over Travs. It was almost enough to make her eyes water. Like the last one, this familiar settled back onto her haunches and looked back at Travs expectantly.

Again at a loss, Travs stared back. She tried ‘talking’ again, but the animal just cocked its head.

<God, are these things ever stupid,> Travs thought to herself.

“OK, well thanks for your help, let’s go!” Mayle was saying quickly. He tugged on Travs’ collar and almost bolted towards the exit.

Relieved, Travs turned to follow him. As he rushed out of the shop, she looked back at the stupid dog. The thing was slipping through a doggie-door at the back of the shop. Was it her imagination, or did it give her one last glance as it disappeared?

Her attention was shifted back to Mayle as he started half walking, half jogging in a new direction.

“We were right,” he told her, “They were arrested. Big surprise. They’re at the police station. The problem is that we can’t get them out without their familiars. And that shopkeeper kept hitting on me!”

Travs grunted. She didn’t really care.

“I mean, did I do something to make him think I was interested? Because I’m not! This is like the Academy all over again! Did you know that some guy sent me flowers once? Most awkward thing ever!”

Travs growled.

“Um, right. So…there are five of them. If we get Beta team and Morreth over here then we can just walk right in with five extra animals and walk right out with five happy owner/familiar pairs. Too easy!”

Travs wished he hadn’t said that.



“They’re outnumbered!” Packman cried up from the Transporter Room, “We need to beam them out! Now!”

“Negative,” Belis replied immediately, “We can’t fly the ship out until that beam is disabled.”

“I tend to agree,” Harth said, looking unhappy. Possibly for the first time in Morreth’s recollection.

“Send Beta!” Morreth spoke up, “And…and…wasn’t Engineering trying to figure out some sort of Howler body armour? For dealing with swords? After that Andorian mission?”

“Armour is easy,” Lt Commander Xi’Strix said from the Engineering panel, “It’s keeping it hidden that’s the problem. The Howlers are supposed to pass as animals, after all,”

“I think, given the current situation, we can handle the Viattians seeing wolves with bullet-proof vests,” Harth said dryly.

“Deploying Beta!” Morreth said gleefully.



“OK, dog,” Vanheath said, gritting his teeth, “You want to play? Let’s play.”

What he was doing was risky. If the animal wasn’t caught off guard, he’d be dead in about two seconds. But the soldiers had almost caught up to them, and he was out of options.

He squeezed his eyes shut and changed. The attack animal looked on in confusion for a moment as the biped in front of it began shifting, its flesh altering. Then it caught the smell of Howler, turned and bolted.

Vanheath opened his eyes. If his animal instincts had been crying out before, now they were positively screaming! The other animal had run off, but two soldiers were running towards his hiding place! He jumped up, his yellow eyes gleaming as a flash of lighting illuminated him, the pounding rain sliding off his thick coat.

The soldiers didn’t realize for a moment that he wasn’t their dog, but within a second were raising their weapons. His conscious mind was buried under a wave of predatory impulses that did not, unfortunately, include fear of guns. He coiled himself to strike, just as the guards squeezed their triggers

There was a flash of fur, then Vanheath was knocked to the side by a heavy, furred weight. His nose immediately identified Vorns. Ten meters away, Johnson had knocked the two soldiers to the ground. Their weapons had fallen to the ground, and even as one guard reached for his, Johnson’s throaty growl convinced him to leave it be.

Trimble was wrestling in the mud with two smaller guard animals, teeth snapping and claws scrabbling for purchase. Vanheath was about to run to aide his pack-mate when another Howler, this one clad in some sort of dark padding, joined the fight. Between the two of them, they sent the guard animal running.

Gunshots rang out, knocking the new Howler (Syl) to the ground. He lay stunned for a moment, then shakily regained his footing. The bullet had hit armour instead of fur, Vanheath realized. The Farkas had sent reinforcements! Bulletproof reinforcement!

This was going to be too easy!



“What do you MEAN you can’t beam down Beta Team???” Mayle was speaking angrily into his communicator, “Look, do you realize how easily we can get the research team out right now?”

“Well, getting the ship back into orbit is more important,” Morreth replied, “It’s not like the research team is going anywhere. So just grab a latte and make yourself comfortable for an hour or so. Then you can have your Howler team,”

“You’re getting as bad as the rest of the bridge crew,” Mayle replied.

“YOU TAKE THAT BACK!”

“Mayle out,”

Sighing, he stepped out of the ally he had hidden in and led Travs to a nearby park. They were less than a block away from the police station where the research team was being held. He settled down on a bench, eying the nearby building.

“We should just go in there ourselves and get them,” he declared, rising to his feet. He started walked, but the leash pulled tight. Travs wasn’t moving. And with her size, that meant he wasn’t moving either.

“You’re right” he muttered. He returned to the bench. “Ugh, this is frustrating! My first ground mission in ages and the comm keeps going off, I’ve stepped in dog poo at least twice and now I’ve got alien guys hitting on me.”

Travs gave a whine she hoped sounded sympathetic.

“I guess it helps that he’s really more gender-neutral than male,” Mayle grunted.

“Of course he is, we had him neutered. Just like all the rest,”

Mayle jumped to his feet, reaching for a phaser that wasn’t there. Travs was on her feet, heckles up, teeth bared.

“Calm down both of you. You’re thoroughly outnumbered. And I’m not showing myself until you sit and stay!”

Travs and Mayle exchanged a look, then sat.

“Good,”

A chocolate-brown familiar emerged from behind the stone fence bordering the park. A small, gleaming device had been attached to its collar. As the voice spoke, the device flashed in time with the words.

“He was hitting on you because you walked into his shop with a female familiar the size of your average house,” the animal explained, “Most bipeds are paired with familiars that share their taste in mates. That you, a male, were paired with a dominant, fertile, female familiar indicates you prefer to take a dominant, female role with your mates.”

“I most certainly do not!” Mayle objected.

“Then you should have paired with a male familiar. Then you might have mated successfully with that young female you were courting earlier,” the animal cocked its head, “While you had the chance. If you plan on staying, we’ll have to have you fixed. Bipeds just breed out of control anyway,”

“Who…what?”

“I am Grrrwof,” Grrrwof said, “I am an ambassador. Though usually I speak to ambassadors from other nations on our world, I do have to deal with the occasional off-worlder,”

He turned to Travs.

“I apologize for speaking solely to this biped, my lady,” he said, drooping his tail in what might have been an indication of submission, “However, we are quite unable to translate to or from whatever language you speak. We have been trying since you materialized. Our own communications are a combination of verbalization, scents and body language. Each of which is incomprehensible without the other two.”

At least that explains all the horrible stinks she’d been dealing with, Travs realized. These guys would NOT be popular at the Federation Council.

“Um…she understands my language fine,” Mayle offered.

“As we surmised, watching you,” Grrrwof sat in front of Mayle and began grooming himself.

“We have had alien visitors before,” he said between licks, “Only they had pointed ears and odd shapes on their foreheads. We neutered a few of them before we realized they were more intelligent than our own pets, more advanced than us even. They stopped coming after that,”

“I don’t blame them,” Mayle crossed his legs.

“In any event, when we found your research team, we of course realized they were alien, and that somebody would be looking for them. We are a peaceful people,”

Other than a fondness for castration, Travs shuddered.

“I hope they’re still…intact,” Mayle gulped.

“Of course. We’re not animals. We didn’t know if you intended to breed them or not, and for all we know they might have been pure-bred!”

“Um…”

“You better not be about to make some sort of species joke,” Grrrwof growled.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,”

“Good. Now, you may have your people back. And you and your ship may leave,” Grrrwof said, “That is, on one condition.”



Vanheath, Trimble and Vorns were on a rampage.

The biped soldiers had run in fear, hiding up on the bunker roof or behind whatever ground cover they could find, firing only the occasional shot. Between the rain, the dark, the occasional lightning flash and the body armour worn by Beta team, their firearms weren’t particularly effective. Their attack dogs were still in the fight, and a good fight they were putting up indeed. The Howlers were big, the Howlers were strong, but the Viattian familiars were FAST! No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t dig his jaws into their throats!

Somebody was talking in his earpiece, but he was in combat! He couldn’t pay attention to some errant voice! If he had been paying attention, he might have noticed another very strange smell.

The familiar he was grappling with disappeared. He spun around, spotting the animal as it ran back to the bunker. He was about to give chase when there was a shower of transporter sparks. Mayle and Travs materialized directly in the middle of the battle zone, along with a Viattian familiar.

“STOP!” Mayle was showing, waving his hands, “Holy shit, it’s wet,” he muttered, “STOP! HOWLERS, STAND DOWN!”

Vanheath charged at the newcomer, only to be knocked to the ground by Travs.

THE SCENT! It was overwhelming! Intoxicating!

Mayle had only paid attention long enough to ensure he wasn’t about the die. He spotted Nacht and Paulson slinking cautiously in his direction and turned away from Travs and Vanheath as they struggled.

“Um, so it turns out that the Viattians aren’t exactly a 20th-Century society,” he called out, “They’re closer to 22nd, but their technology is mostly hidden. Look, it’s complicated. But they’ve already had encounters with the Romulans, which is why they tried to shoot down the Farkas. They were watching Travs and I since we got here, and they’ve realized we’re not a danger to them.”

“Maybe not dangerous,” Grrrwof said, “But you are sort of perverted,”

“Huh?”

Grrrwof nodded his canine head behind Mayle. Mayle turned, only to see Travs and Vanheath. They were…well, at least now he knew why the Howlers were so careful about staying away from Travs during her…fertile time.

“Mayle to Farkas,” he said, as calmly as he could, “Beam Lt Commander Travs and Lt Vanheath back immediately. And…uh…”

“Did Vanheath get a whiff of Travs?” Packman asked.

“Yup.”

Packman sighed.

“Nuff said. There’s really nothing we can do except wait until they finish,” Packman said, “You get in his way and Vanheath is liable to bite your arm off.”

“Great, but they’re in the public, and I’m trying to negotiate with an alien race at the moment,” Mayle complained.

“OH! Right,”

Travs and Vanheath vanished in a shower of transporter sparkles.

“I really can’t blame him,” Grrwof admitted, “She’s quite a woman. I’d mate with her, if I didn’t think she’d kill me,”

He started running around on all fours.

“OK, bips!” he shouted, using the Viattian term for bipeds, “Back to bed! Come on! You did good! Good boys! Now go to bed!”

One of the Viattians was running by. He stopped and timidly approached Grrwof.

“Do we get…treats?” he asked.

“Maybe!” Grrwof barked, “Maybe your master has one waiting for you by your bed!”

“Oh boy!” the Viattian said happily, running towards the building.

“Raaw, is that one yours?” Grrwof asked, “you better give him something!”

“He’s had five treats already today!” one of the other familiars complained, “He’s going to get fat!”

The Howlers exchanged looks.

“They are adorable, aren’t they?” Grrwof said to Nacht. Nacht, not sure what to do, gave a sort of ‘yip’ sound.

“Quiet sorts,” Grrwof said of the Howlers before turning to Mayle, “Well, that takes care of that. You have your people, your ship may leave, and nobody died.”

“We’ll be on our way,” Mayle said diplomatically, “But I imagine the Federation would be interested in sending an ambassador. Romulan space is nearby, and they’re sort of our allies at the moment. We might be able to work out some sort of protected planet status,”

“Sure, why not,” Grrwof agreed, “But hopefully we can get a translation program figured out for your masters first. No offense, but talking to a biped about something other than treats and walkies is just…weird.”

“I understand,” Mayle said dryly.



Two hours later the Farkas was warping away from Viatte II. Pieces of seaweed still clung to her hull, but as they were desiccated by the vacuum of space they fell off, disintegrating when they left the warp bubble. The Howlers were gathered in the Den for their post-mission analysis.

“And that,” Travs was saying, “was officially the most messed-up first contact I have ever been on,”

“I was on a mission once where the real intelligent species on the planet turned out to be squirrels,” Nacht offered. Vanheath was sitting next to him staring at down at his table.

“On the bright side we accomplished our mission,” Travs said, “The research team was recovered, along with a report outlining their suspicions that the familiars were the real intelligent life on Viatte II. They were going to transmit it the day after they were captured,”

“Great timing,” Paulson groaned.

“I know, right?” Travs agreed, “How were we supposed to know that most of the technology the Viattian bipeds have was given to them by their familiars?”

“The ultimate pet toy,” Mayle mused, “Here, go play with this civilization while I read my paper,”

“Of course, Starfleet is going to have to tread carefully,” Travs continued, “The Viattian familiars might wonder why there aren’t any member races that resemble the Howlers when they start dealing with the Federation”

“Good thing they didn’t see anybody change,” Mayle commented.

Vanheath cleared his throat.

“What’s that, Lieutenant?” Travs asked stiffly.

“One of them might have seen me change,” he said quietly.

“It was dark and there was plenty of lightning,” Paulson said, “I’m sure we could just say he didn’t see you clearly. It’s only one person, right?”

“As opposed to the two dozen that saw you mounting-” Syl started to say. Travs slammed her hand down in front of him.

“Not. Another. Word.” she said, her eyes promising a gruesome death.

“Je ne le parle plus,” Syl gulped.

“Lt Vanheath and I were victims of the same animal instincts the rest of you are constantly struggling with,” Travs said sharply, “It happened. In public. I get it. But we will NEVER speak of it again,”

“Is that clear?” Morreth snapped, his voice nasal.

“CLEAR, MA’AM,” the Howlers replied.

“Good,” Travs nodded.

“Are we sure this whole thing wasn’t a holodeck mission? Nacht asked.

“Did anybody bother saying ‘Computer, end program’?” Travs asked.

Nobody answered.

“Then no. But I don’t care.” She turned to Morreth, “Commander Belis would like to see you at your earliest convenience. The rest of you are dismissed. Oh, and Lt Mayle, Counselor Tomillo wants to see you. It seems somebody,” she shot a look at Vorns, “urinated in the arboretum. Again.”

“Liaison work is never done,” Mayle sighed, climbing to his feet.

After the Howlers filed out, Travs and Vanheath were left alone in the briefing room.

“I’m so-”

“We’re not speaking of it,” Travs cut him off, “Ever. It never happened. Don’t beat yourself up over it. But don’t get any ideas in your head.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Vanheath mumbled, moving towards the door.

“Nothing’s changed,” Travs said as he left, trying to sound friendly.

Vanheath gave her half a smile, then left.



“You did well on the bridge,” Captain Harth said to Morreth, “you handled yourself and the responsibilities well,”

“Thank you, sir,” Morreth said, standing at attention.

“Would you be interested in spending more time on the bridge?” Harth asked, “It would be a good way to get experience. You won’t be a Lieutenant forever, after all,”

“Sir!” Morreth couldn’t believe his luck, “Yes sir! I’d like that a lot,”

“Good,” Harth nodded, “We’ll start with two shifts a week, starting next week. I’ll let Lt Commander Travs know. Dismissed,”

Morreth almost danced out of the ready room.

The door to the head opened and Commander Belis stepped out.

“You’re sure this is a good idea?” Harth asked him, “He’s nowhere near as experienced as Travs,”

“If you dangle a promotion in front of him, he’ll do anything you want” Belis said, “Like a…well, like a dog staring at a bone,”

Harth chuckled.

“He certainly seems more…agreeable…than Lt Commander Travs,” he said, “But Dr. Wolfman is certain that he could never hold control over the Howler pack. He’s just too…nerdy?”

“I think ‘socially incompetent’ were the words he used,” Belis said, sitting on the couch and staring out the windows at the stars streaking by, “But we don’t need him to replace Travs in the long term,”

“Or so we hope,” Harth mused.

“Or so we hope,” Belis agreed, “No, she can lead the pack. From the field, I might add. But keeping an obedient tactical officer like Morreth back here means that they will be at our mercy. None of these little games Travs has been playing to protect her people. And SI won’t object, as long as a Howler is in that position,”

“That’s cold,”

“You’re going to have to replace Travs eventually,” Belis pointed out, “After all, she’s-”

“Yes, I know,” Harth closed his terminal, “But that won’t be an issue for some time.’

He stepped towards the bridge, then tapped his comm-badge.

“Senior officers to the conference room. We have a new, furry development,” he said. He closed the channel, then turned to Belis, “A disobedient Howler is a major problem. A pregnant one, on the other hand, is Dr. Wolfman’s dream come true.”
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What’s the Frequency?


Personal Log, Ensign Greg Mayle. Stardate: Classified.



“They say time flies by when you’re having fun. What they don’t say is that supporting a team of quasi-werewolves as they slaughter criminals can be a lot of fun. Apparently. Because time sure has been flying. It’s been over a month since we embarrassed ourselves on Viatte II, and we’ve been busy as hell. Eight assassinations, two kidnappings, four intimidations and a missing kitten. Or, in politically correct speak, eight dangerous criminal eliminations, two asset recoveries, four shows of force and a public awareness exercise. Why a top secret Starfleet Intelligence ship has anything to do with public awareness, I don’t know. The kitten probably belonged to some admiral’s daughter.”

“Final body count, eighty-three criminals, sixteen guard animals, twenty squirrels, most of my lunches over the past month,”

“Oh, and one kitten.”



Grey Mayle sat in the dining hall of the USS Farkas. In the original blueprints for the Intrepid-class ships, the large room at the front of Deck 3 was listed as the Captain’s Private Dining Room. It took a ship stranded halfway across the galaxy to realize that on a ship that small, dedicating a huge room to one person for the rare occasions when that person didn’t eat in their quarters or with the rest of the officers was absolutely ludicrous.

Mayle was seated across from Nurse Bayles, one of the more friendly members of the Farkas’ crew. Even though he couldn’t transform, most of them still considered him to be a Howler. It had taken a lot of work on his part (and the Howlers) to get the crew to start seeing them as something other than a science experiment gone wrong. It had started with the Howlers helping out in the cargo bay, using their extreme strength to move cargo when the antigravs had broken down. Most of the crew still didn’t care for the group, but at least it was at the point where Mayle could leave the Howler’s Den without being sneered at, or escorted back ‘home’.

“You’ve healed really well,” Bayles commented, looking closely at the side of his head. A faint mark was all that remained of a rather nasty gash, “I don’t think we’ll have to do any work…and if anybody does see it, they’ll probably assume it’s from some great fight. Especially if they’re Klingon,”

“I don’t think they’ll be very impressed when they find out the fight was with my cat,” Mayle said dryly.

“Maybe not,” Bayles shrugged, “But you don’t have to tell them that,”

“That’s assuming I’m ever allowed to talk to anybody outside this ship again,” Mayle continued.

“Hey, you asked me out to dinner. Not to hear you mope,” Bayles said, trying to sound cheerful.

“You’re right,” Mayle straightened up in his chair, then gestured at the waiter, “Garcon, the lady will have the best dish on the menu,”

“That would be the macaroni and cheese, sir,” the waiter said snidely.

Mayle’s face fell.

“What kind of dump is this?” he grumbled.

“If sir would care to retire to his own part of the ship, I am most certain that sir would find some kibble more to his liking,”

So much for improvement with the crew, Mayle mused.

“I’ll have the lobster ravioli,” Bayles said, giving the waiter a dark look, “See if you can get that fishy taste out of the replicator this time,”

“Seafood without the taste of the sea, of course, madam,”

“Steak, rare,” Mayle sighed.

“Would sir care for baked potato, mashed, or shall I simply toss it on the floor?”

“No side dish. Just the meat,”

“As sir wishes,” the waiter sniffed, “Would you care to select from the wine list, or shall I simply send over a keg?”

“There’s only one kind of wine on the stupid list!” Mayle snapped, “Just take your upturned nose, shove it up your ass and go do you job!”

“As sir wishes,” the waiter departed.

“He’s totally going to spit in our food,” Mayle grumbled, “Where did they get that guy anyway, Guinanco?”

“Starfleet Intelligence has been experimenting with holographic service personnel,” Bayles said, “Fewer security clearances to process. Didn’t you get the memo?”

“I guess not,” Mayle shrugged, “At least if he spits in our food, it’s only holographic spit,”

Bayles didn’t look impressed.

This date was tanking, hard and fast. It had been a while since he’d gone out with an actual live woman, to be fair. That almost-tryst with Ensign Ianda was more of a bar hook-up than an actual date. Other than that, the most romantic experiences he’d had since becoming a Howler had been watching Syl getting intimate with a tree.

Or witnessing that thing between Lt Commander Travs and Lt Vanheath. But he REALLY didn’t want to think about that one.

Their replicated dinner arrived quickly, complete with what really looked to Mayle like a blob of spittle on his steak…but could have just been liquified fat from the grilling the replicated meat hadn’t actually received.

“Still having stomach problems?” Bayles asked politely.

“I can’t turn into a wolf, but I apparently have to eat like one,” Mayle grunted. He could still eat regular, human food. But his enjoyment of non-meat dishes had practically collapsed. And was this a date, or a medical exam?

Mayle paused, a red, dripping piece of steak halfway to his mouth.

Or was this a medical experiment? Had Bayles been sent to go out with him? Were Wolfman and Soruk even now watching on some monitor somewhere, evaluating how the virus impacted his ability to attract normal, human women?

“What?” Bayles asked.

“Nothing,” Mayle ate the chunk of steak. Replicated. Dead. Just plain…missing something.

“So. Um, tell me about yourself. Any hobbies?” Bayles asked.

“I used to kayak,” Mayle shrugged, “And I used to play around with brewing beer. But since I got here…” he trailed off. Honestly, after finding out he was infected with an alien virus and was just about a werewolf, his hobbies hadn’t exactly been at the front of his mind.

“Oh,” Bayles said.

They ate in silence for a few moments.

Could this date be going any worse, Mayle wondered.

As soon as he finished the thought, he inwardly cursed. Any minute now…

The doors to the dining hall swished open and two males dressed with the mustard-yellow colours of support dashed into the hall. One was of average height with black hair, dark eyes and a firm, athletic bordering on muscular build. The other was shorter, with a stouter build and stubble on his chin. It was hard to notice anything other than the wide smile on his face.

“Oh boy,” Mayle slumped in his seat

“Greg!” Syl said, rushing over, “Finally! We’ve been looking all over for you!”

“Hi!” Porkchop exclaimed happily, “Hi-hi-hi! We missed you! Did you miss us?”

“Look, guys, I’m sort of on a date,” Mayle grumbled, pushing Syl away as the French-Canadian Howler started sniffing at him, “And you’re in public! What did we say about sniffing in public?”

Syl looked around at the Farkas crew-members in the mess, staring at him with looks ranging from disgust to amusement.

“Was I sniffing? I’m sorry, I didn’t even notice,”

“Hi Caroline,” Porkchop waved happily at Nurse Bayles, “How’s it going? How’s the date?”

“Ummm…good?” Bayles said.

“Hey, we’re going to Grandmama’s Cottage after dinner. Do you wanna come? You can bring your friend!” Syl was almost bouncing in place.

“Oh, and bring the bone from that steak!” Porkchop added.

“GET OUT!” Mayle snapped, “Look, I’m trying to have a quiet dinner! Could you guys just leave me alone for ONE HOUR?”

Syl and Porkchop looked like they’d been smacked.

“But…”

“Please, just, leave me alone for a bit,” Mayle said.

The two Howlers exchanged a look, directed a darker look Mayle’s way, then walked slowly out of the mess.

“I’m sorry,” he said to Bayles, “It’s that canine, social-predator pack mentality thing.”

“I know, Soruk and Wolfman won’t shut up about it,” Bayles replied coolly. She finished off her last ravioli, “But if you’re so eager for some time alone, then I should be going. Enjoy your evening,”

She stood, gave him a nod, then left.

“Failure, as expected,” Ensign Fraks said from a nearby table, “Nurse Bayles is clearly beyond the league of a flea-bitten, leg humping mutt,”

Deciding that adding assault to his list of dismal mistakes for the evening was NOT in his best interest, Mayle left.



Mayle returned to his quarters, carefully eyeballed Felix, then went into his bedroom. Many cat owners suspected that their pet may be carefully plotting their demise, but Mayle knew for sure. He’d nearly healed from Felix’s last attempt, which meant that another attack was due anytime now. Felix wasn’t like a Howler; he wouldn’t just attack with brute force. He’d scheme, and plot, and wait until the exact perfect moment when Mayle was vulnerable, then pounce.

“If you were a dog, you would have forgiven me long ago,” Mayle said to the cat.

“Meow,” Felix said, not sounding very interested.

“That’s the thing with dogs. They actually love their masters,”

Felix didn’t even reply to that one, he just started grooming.

“And they actually want to spend time with them,” Mayle finished.

He felt a pang of guilt over Syl and Porkchop. They’d tracked him down, just like a dog off the leash will eventually come back to their human. They’d been so excited, so happy to see him. And he’d basically stood there and screamed ‘Bad Dog’. He would have to apologize.

“All Howlers, report to the Den. Say again, all Howlers, report to the Den,” Travs’ voice came over the comm.

Looks like he’d have a chance.



“Guys, I”m-”

“Hi!” Syl said happily, sniffing at the back of his neck, “Paulson’s here now! She was busy before,”

“Yeah,” Porkchop gave him a sideways ‘man-hug’; macho, but affectionate. “We found her in a Jeffries tube with Ensign Phey,”

“Guess I can forget about that sexual harassment complaint,” Mayle said “Look, guys, I’m-”

“Mission time!” Syl and Porkchop said gleefully, heading towards the briefing room. Paulson held back for a moment.

“They felt pretty bad about screwing up your date,” she said quietly.

“I did a good job of screwing it up all by myself,” he replied.

“Well, now you can think more about your job, right?” she smiled, then took her seat.

So forgiving. Just like a dog.

Shit. Now he REALLY felt guilty



Less than half an hour later both Howler teams had been deployed and were surrounding a large, holographic mansion. For some reason, Mayle had thought that a late-night, last-minute mission would be some kind of emergency, but no. The science team had a scenario they wanted run, and they wanted it run yesterday. But somebody in Ops had forgotten to tell the Howlers about that.

“Beta Team is in position along the south and west perimeter fences,” Mayle reported to Travs, “There are three security guards, but they look to be of the slower, older and fatter variety. Great for getting rid of annoying people you don’t want to talk to, not so much for real threats.”

“Move in,” Travs ordered.



Lt Vanheath’s team was already in wolf form, slinking around in the shadows while he himself stood carefully behind a tree. He was just waiting for the final go-ahead, in case any small details came up. He kept sniffing the air, despite the fact that his human nose could only detect the pine tree next to him.

He knew their targets were two females, likely in the large rec room that made up the ground floor of the south wing. He knew there were likely to be witnesses, as the targets were hosting a party. For the purposes of this mission, a higher death toll was preferred.

Lt Morreth slid out of the shadows, quickly crossed an exposed patch of grass, then merged in with the shadow Vanheath was using to conceal himself from the guards. For such a nerd, Morreth could keep himself hidden in the dark.

“Confirmed all life-signs are in the rec-room, as expected,” the pale Klingon said, “You know your mission parameters?”

“I knew them before we left the briefing,” Vanheath said curtly, “Shouldn’t you be up on the bridge with your new friends?”

Morreth didn’t have a reply for that one. He’d been viewed with suspicion ever since he started working a couple of shifts a week at the bridge tactical station.

“Alpha Team, move in,” Mayle’s voice came over the comm.

“You better go,” Morreth said, pulling out a tracking tricorder.

“No kidding,” Vanheath said, his flesh already changing.

In less than a minute the night had been transformed. He couldn’t see much better but his ears and nose easily filled in the missing picture. Vorns and Trimble were off to his left, Packman and Johnson to his right. He could get a faint whiff of Syl, but Beta Team was further away. He could both smell and hear the guards, along with the spoor of several small, annoying dogs.

He slipped through the night towards the house, confident that his team could hear or see him moving. Sure enough, he heart the faint rustles that told him they were on the move.

The plan was simply. Alpha would converge on the east windows, Beta on the west. Vorns and Syl would break through windows in the neighboring areas of the mansion, then position themselves to block the exits while the rest of the Howlers broke through the rec room windows, located the targets, and slaughtered them like fish trapped in a barrel.

Slinking low under ‘his’ window to avoid being spotted, Vanheath waited until his team was in position, then gave a soft grunt.

“Syl, Vorns, go,” Mayle’s voice came over the comm. “Everybody else, in five, four, three, two, one…GO!”

His muscles fired like a spring, sending Vanheath flying through the glass, shards exploding in all directions! He landed lightly, paws sliding on the hardwood floor! All around him he could hear the shatter of glass the growl of beasts, and-”

A wave of disorientation crashed over him! The world seemed to spin, and he was vaguely aware of a sharp pain in his ears! He yowled, shaking his head and trying to focus his surroundings.

Another wave crashed over him, and he was reasonably sure he’d just vomited.



“REPORT!” Travs was shouting.

“The Howlers are down!” Mayle exclaimed, not able to believe what he was seeing. Every Howler was pulling away from the targets, heads turned away and eyes squeezed shut. Mayle could hear whimpers and whines over the comm, along with…

“Holy shit!” the colour drained from his face, “Travs! The targets! They’re…they’re…”

“Kids,” Travs almost whispered. The rec room of the mansion was filled with young girls, roughly 13-14 Earth years of age. The girls has screamed in surprise and fear when the Howlers had crashed in, but were falling into silent shock.

“You BASTARD!” Travs snarled. It took Mayle a moment to realize she wasn’t talking to him.

“Continue with your mission,” Lt Commander Belis’ voice came over the comm. Anything else said between the two of them was lost to Mayle as the comm channel closed.

Mayle pulled up the mission parameters, trying to figure out who the targets were.

And why.



Vanheath’s world returned to focus. He regained his footing, bared his teeth and hoped he looked threatening.

Most of the Howlers were likewise recovering. Syl was collapsed on the floor, but appeared to be stirring. Paulson and Johnson had both changed back to humanoid form. Paulson was massaging her temples while Johnson was rising unsteadily to his feet.

“They’re kids!” Paulson exclaimed, “We can’t…I mean…”

“I’m checking!” Mayle said, “Look, they could be shape-shifters, child-like aliens, or adults who have had their DNA regressed. The Starfleet Intelligence database has pages of examples of agents being defeated or killed because something disguised itself to look harmless!”

One of the girls moved towards him. Vanheath snarled, and she stumbled back.

Vanheath realized he recognized two of the girls. Twins, right near the center of the group. He stalked towards them, the other girls making no move to stop him.

“I know those two!” Mayle said, “Where….right! Got it! The Olsen twins! They’re on the ‘Annoying Celebrity Holo-Kill List’! Nacht added them over a month ago!”

“So do we…do we kill them?” Johnson gulped.

“According to the files, they’re obnoxious enough to qualify,” Mayle frowned, “But…I mean…I sort of figured we’d have the adult versions.”

Those Howlers still in beast form were looking at each other, then at the two members who had reverted to human.

Nacht abruptly changed back.

“I can’t kill a bunch of kids,” he said, “When I put their names up…the adults. It would have been…”

Morreth, overhearing the issues over his earpiece, was now looking in one window.

“Technically,” he said, “They have seen a Howler change form. At the very least, they will spend the rest of their lives in a Starfleet Intelligence holding facility. Or have their memories modified.”

Vanheath snarled at him.

“You’re going on report for that!” Morreth snapped.



“They will do it,” Belis said calmly, looking over Travs’ shoulder at the security display.

“Kill a bunch of innocent kids?” Travs almost screamed, “This isn’t what the Howlers are for! You might think they’re animals, but they’re still sentient beings! How are they supposed to live with themselves if you make them do this sort of thing?”

“They are Starfleet Intelligence operatives,” Belis said, “Or at least, they are now. And that means they have to make hard decisions,”

“It isn’t a hard decision if the target isn’t a threat to anybody!” Travs said, “Where’s Captain Harth! I demand-”

“Shut up,” Belis said. He was staring intently at the screen. Nacht was now in human form, Vanheath had pulled back from the Olsens and the rest of the Howlers had started to circle uneasily. Over the comm channel they could hear Morreth pushing them to follow regulations, while Nacht and Paulson argued and Mayle tried to contact the bridge.

“Don’t answer him,” Belis said calmly, intercepting Travs’ hand before it could reach her comm-badge.

“They need guidance!” she snapped.

“Yes,” Belis agreed, not taking his eyes of the screen, “Their vulnerability to the screaming was not entirely unexpected. We need to research this further.”

Travs clenched her teeth.

The argument between Morreth and the others was getting stronger, to the point that Vanheath had returned to human form when Morreth tried pulling rank.

“At this rate, we’re not going to have any Howlers still capable of ripping the target’s throats out,” Belis observed.

“Good,” Travs’ hands were now gripping the panel, her body was almost vibrating with rage.

“Belis to all Howlers,” Belis tapped his comm-badge, “Abort mission. Say again, abort mission.”

He turned off the display and turned to leave.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Travs spat, “I guess they aren’t quite the mindless savages you wanted them to be!’

“Perhaps not,” Belis said, an odd tone to his voice, “Still, this has been very…educational.”



Travs rushed the Howlers through the post-training brief and had them all back on the Holodeck in the yard behind Grandma’s Cottage in record time. ‘Grandma’ was laying out snacks, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ was serving drinks and the ‘Big Bad Wolf’ was halfway into a passable juggling act. Travs had been saving this particular version of the program for a special occasion, but this seemed to call for it.

Both teams were visibly shaken. Syl, Porkchop and Paulson were sitting close to each other on one of the patio couches, Vanheath and Nacht were pacing, Morreth sat imperiously in a chair and Alpha Team was going on an eating binge.

Mayle stood apart from the group, not really sure where he fit. He hadn’t been in the Holodeck, hadn’t taken part in the almost-attack.

“It’s OK, Seeta,” Syl was murmuring to Paulson as she curled up against his side, “They weren’t real people,”

“Yeah,” Porkchop said, “They were only child stars. It’s OK,”

“Holographic child stars,” Morreth fumed, “I don’t see what the problem was!”

“The problem? THE PROBLEM???” Nacht spun to face him, “You don’t see the problem with SI sending us in to kill a bunch of kids??”

“You heard Mayle! They could have been shape-shifters!”

“BUT THEY WEREN’T!”

“Knock it off!” Travs snapped, finishing at the arch console and rejoining the group, “It was a training scenario, not a real mission! They put us in there to see what we would do!”

“We choked!” Morreth almost spat, “We failed the mission,”

“Oh really, and do you think any group, even one as messed up as Starfleet Intelligence, actually wants a group of killers so deranged they’d actually follow the order to butcher a slumber party?” Travs demanded.

That caught everybody’s attention.

“Kobyashi Maru,” Packman muttered.

The doors to the Holodeck opened and Captain Harth stepped into the room.

“ATTEN-TION!” Morreth called out.

Everybody ignored him. Harth gave him an odd look, but said nothing as he walked towards the conversation area and settled himself in a chair facing the group, resting his elbows on his knees like a Scout leader about to address his troop.

“You guys all did really well today,” he said without preamble. Morreth jerked in surprise, “We gave you a surprise scenario to see just how much you’ve been changed by this virus, and to test whether or not you still had the humanity to stop yourselves. Apologies to the non-humans, of course, but you get my meaning,”

A look of cautious relief appeared in the group.

“We did learn about a major weakness in the Howlers, however,” Harth went on, “The science team is building a training program right now to see if you can’t work through it. But I know you all must be feeling shaken up right now. So relax, have a drink, and tackle that problem tomorrow.”

He stood.

“Again, well done. You have my personal promise that the next time you’re sent to attack a group of little girls, they will be shape-shifters, evil child-aliens or genetically regressed adults.”

With that, he took his leave.

“Well I guess that makes me feel better,” Vorns said, not really sounding convinced.

“It makes sense,” Morreth was pacing now, trying to understand what had happened, “They need to know what we will and won’t do, right?”

“Nobody asked you,” Vanheath sat, “Test or not, this was just…wrong.”

“It was quite proper,” Morreth sniffed.

“Morreth, I have a little sister,” Vanheath was clearly still angry, “One that I haven’t been able to speak to in almost a year. She thinks I’m in stasis while Starfleet hunts for a cure for an alien virus! Hell, for all I know, Starfleet is letting her visit a holographic fake of me every week or so!”

Morreth said nothing.

“I’ve got an older sister,” Paulson said hesitantly, “It’s been almost nine months,”

“Younger brother,” Travs settled into the chair Harth had recently vacated, “He thinks I’m on an undercover assignment. Which I guess is close to the truth,”

“I guess you guys haven’t discussed your families much,” Mayle commented, moving closer to the group.

“No,” Travs said flatly, “We’re all cut off, from everybody,”

“Tomillo would say that’s not healthy,” Mayle observed, “In fact, if she heard you guys talking now, she’d probably insist on running a group session,”

“If you call her, you are a dead man,” Syl said sharply.

“No, no!” Mayle shook his head quickly, “I just meant…I’m sorry.”

Everyone grew quiet. The holographic sky was dimming as the program started switching to night. Nacht and Vanheath set to starting a fire in the backyard fire pit. Soon they had flames crackling merrily. Everybody moved their chairs around to face the fire. They sat quietly around the fire for a moment, until ‘Grandma’ arrived with a plate of graham cookies, marshmallows, and chocolate. Syl pounced on the plate and had s’mores going in no time.

“I don’t know how you can still eat that stuff,” Porkchop complained, “I can’t eat anything sweet anymore,”

“Me neither,” Mayle agreed, “And besides…isn’t chocolate bad for dogs anyway?’”

“I will get the hangover,” Syl shrugged, “But I am used to those,”

Travs was still staring into the flames.

“You…uh, you all right?” Vanheath asked her quietly. He still felt awkward around her, after their small ‘encounter’ a month ago. But so far they’d both managed to be adult about it.

She looked around, noticing that the other Howlers were starting to relax. Nacht and Porkchop had found some sausages on the table and were roasting them over the fire, Paulson was still sitting between Syl and Porkchop, nursing a drink and Vorns was off peeing in a bush.

Travs gave the ‘Big Bad Wolf’ a subtle hand-gesture. The carefully programmed holodeck character pulled out a trumpet and started to improvise.

“Doesn’t it seem convenient that the Intel guys on this ship stuck us into a situation where they’d have either viscous killing machines or a disaster, then came down to tell us how good we were being after it turned into a disaster?” Travs asked, her voice covered by the trumpet, “See, at first I thought it was something Commander Belis had dreamed up to prove just how dangerous the Howlers were, something behind Harth’s back. But Harth just blew that theory all to hell,”

“Unless he was doing damage control,” Vanheath suggested, “You know he and Belis are supposed to look like a united front on everything,”

“Maybe,” Travs admitted, “But I can’t help but shake the feeling now that this was very carefully planned. And I want to know what exactly they’re expecting to get out of this,”

“Since when do the Science guys ever tell us anything?” Vanheath asked.

“Since we snuck into the Science lab and poked around in their logs,” Travs said.

“But we never….oh.” Vanheath looked around, but none of the Holwers were listening.

“Isn’t this the kind of think you should be talking to Morreth about?” he asked.

“I don’t trust Morreth” Travs replied, “Not since he started doing bridge duty. And THAT stays between us,”

“So what’s you plan?”

“I don’t know yet. Nothing too soon. But when the opportunity rises, we’ll go do some science of our own,”



Mayle was running.

His dreams had barely changed since he’d arrived on the USS Farkas. He was always in wolf form, always chasing something, and always running through a dark forest. And, dreams being dreams, he never realized he was repeating the same dream until he woke up.

Similarly, when his current dream ran off the rails, he didn’t notice anything at first.

He was still racing through the woods, still chasing prey. But instead of the usual scent of rabbit or squirrel, this scent was stronger, more musky. And far more dangerous.

Mayle jumped into a clearing, expecting to find his prey cowering, waiting for the killing blow. Instead, he found himself face-to-face with a dozen huge, angry Howlers, saliva dripping from their teeth and death in the eyes.

Mayle was abruptly back in human form, his naked backside dropping abruptly on the damp grass.

“VILKAS!” he shouted, seconds before the Howlers tore him to shreds.



Mayle woke with a start, his sheets tangled around his legs and a cold sweat covering his body.

“What…” he wondered. But the dream was already fading.

There had been a word…a name, he realized. Victor? Vikram?

“Too much time in this doghouse,” he muttered, rolling over and trying to get back to sleep.



The next day saw the Howlers in the training holodeck bright and early.

“OK pups,” Travs stood in front of the ground, “You know the deal. Apparently the science guys think we’re vulnerable to certain audio frequencies…specifically, certain pitches of human female vocalizations. The lab boys figure that because we’ve barely had any female human targets, it just hasn’t come up. So I don’t know what the deal is with this test program, but it’s going to test that vulnerability somehow. Mayle, you’re coming with us on this one. I want a plain, no-nonsense approach, no time wasted.”

“So all eleven of you are just going to rampage after the target?” Mayle asked, “I don’t really want to see that,”

“I want you there to observe, in person,” Travs said, “And I want to test a disguise,”

“What…” Mayle noticed what she was holding in her hands, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”



Ten minutes later, Mayle was walking down a holographic park path on a beautiful holographic day.

“This is stupid,” he said out loud, “We’re not blending in at all,”

Travs gave a small growl. From their time together on the Viatte mission, he knew she disagreed.

“Lt Commander Travs, NOBODY walks eleven dogs at the same time! Especially not eleven dogs the size of small horses!”

There was the sound of Howler laughter from Syl and Porkchop. Mayle yanked back at their leashes in frustration, but the big beasts barely noticed. Mayle had two fists full of leashes, Alpha and Travs in his right hand and Morreth and Beta in his left. The huge animals were having a hard time not stepping over each other, and Mayle was afraid that if they took off in too different directions, he’d get torn in half.

As if reading his mind, Morreth moved off to the left to sniff at an interesting bush at the same time Vanheath moved right to sniff a tree, followed by a quick leg-lifting. Morreth’s leash slipped out of his hand…he barely managed to pull Alpha to the one side so he could grab it.

They came around a curve and found themselves facing a single teenage human female. She wore a sign that said ‘I’m actually 43’. She saw them, opened her mouth, and screamed.

The Howlers bared their teeth. Travs gave a loud bark, then looked back at Mayle.

“Syl, go,” Mayle released his leash. Syl darted forward, a dark blur. He pounced on the hologram, sending a spray of blood into the air. The other Howlers started pulling away from Mayle, and only a loud bark from Travs held them back.

Finished, Syl returned to Mayle’s side, leash held gingerly between his teeth.

“Thanks, Syl,” Mayle said, “Oh, eww…you got blood all over it!”

Syl just gave him a grin, then returned to his place in the pack.

They resumed their walk, this time coming across a pair of Founders. The shape-shifting aliens had oddly smooth faces. As they watched, they transformed into a pair screaming of teenage girls.

Mayle released Porkchop and Vorns. The shape-shifters tried to change their limbs into tentacles, to better strangle the attacking beasts. But the Howlers just dug their claws into the aliens and started digging, flinging paw-fulls of orange goo backward. Finally the holodeck chimed at the changelings vanished.

“Either the age was wrong, the voices were wrong, or it just doesn’t work with Changelings,” Mayle commented as they resumed their ‘walk’.

Three more times they were stopped, three more times they ran into females of various ages and races, and three more times the Howlers easily dispatched them. Finally, the path opened up and they found themselves approaching a small amphitheater. The semi-circular stone benches were arranged facing a circular stone stage, a wall of stones forming the rear wall. Bushy trees surrounded the amphitheater on all sides, sunlight filtering through their branches as they shifted in the gentle breeze. Standing on the stage was a middle-aged human woman with long, flowing light-brown hair, high cheekbones and a sort of enigmatic smile. Syl gave a bark of recognition, but Mayle had no idea who she was.

She saw them, turned to face, them, then opened her mouth and started to sing.

“Neeeear….faaaaar….where-EEEEEEEEEEVER you are!”

The Howlers fell to the ground, whining and twisting in agony! Travs tried to climb back to her feet, only to fall again as the woman started a new verse.

“Computer, end program!” Mayle shouted over the singing and the whining of the Howlers. The computer chirped, then the singer and the park-like amphitheater faded away.

The Howlers began shriveling, returning to their human forms.

“Ohhh….my HEAD!” Nacht roared.

“Mine too!” Vanheath said quietly, “So please shut up,”

“Who the hell was that bitch?” Paulson demanded, “Also, Mayle, please get me some painkillers,”

“That was Celine Dion,” Syl explained, panting, “One of the greatest singers in the history of Quebec. And apparently a weapon of mass destruction. Wow…if only the Parti Quebecois had known…”

“I didn’t think it was that bad,” Mayle commented, rummaging around in a first-aid kit for some painkillers, “But I guess she doesn’t affect humans the same way,”

“Only music critics,” Syl agreed.

“So how do we kill her?” Vanheath asked, “Other than giving Mayle a phaser?”

“That’s what we’ve got to figure out,” Travs said.



They made two more attempts on the holographic Celine. The first was a surprise attack, with Porkchop and Paulson rustling around in the bushes to one side of the amphitheater to distract her while Travs and Vanheath moved in for the kill. It very nearly worked, except she heard them at the last minute, spun around and shrieked in horror. If the singing had been bad, this was a hundred times worse. Both Travs and Vanheath blacked right out, immediately. The rest of the Howlers, even those further away, were knocked to the ground in agony. Mayle winced, but the effect on him was just the normal, everyday ‘Geez Miss, could you PLEASE not do that again?’ reaction.

Once everyone had been revived and was back in Howler form, they reorganized for the second attack. A frontal assault was obviously out, and a surprise attack wasn’t surprising enough. Obviously, they could overpower her if they all stayed in human form, but that rather defeated the purpose of the exercise.

“How on earth are we going to do this?” Mayle wondered, the only person in the room capable of speech, “As long as she has her voice, she’s basically invincible against you. Maybe we could try to give her a cold? Y’know, a sore throat?”

The Howlers looked at him skeptically.

“OK, right, not a great plan.” Mayle admitted, “OK, so we have to knock her out first, right? So how about we brain her with a rock before you get too close?”

Syl quickly located a suitable rock and started sniffing at it. He sat back on his haunches and managed to awkwardly grasp the rock with his were-wolfish, human/Howler/wolf hand-paw. He managed to sort of toss it in the right general direction, with sufficient force to knock out your average snail.

“OK, so that’s out,” Mayle shrugged. He started pacing.

As he did, Syl slowly nosed his way toward Celine. The hologram looked in his direction, but before she could shriek, he stretched his hand-paws forward and assumed the ‘friendly doggy’ stretch position. Celine smiled. Pretending to be timid, Syl slowly closed the distance between them. He carefully stretched out his neck and licked her fingers.

“What a nice animal,” she cooed, scratching behind his ears.

“I don’t think I like this,” Mayle said.

She started humming softly as she stroked Syl’s head. Syl grit his teeth, his eyes crossing, but he managed to stay calm.

“Distract her,” Mayle said, patting Nacht on the side. Nacht started slinking through the bushes.

Celine stopped humming and looked up. Syl shook his head, then used the moment to go for her throat! She managed to get her arms up as she fell back. Instead of slashing out her throat, he only slashed her forearms.

She screamed, giving Syl a full blast full in the face. Syl blacked out immediately, then the holodeck chimed and the program shut down.

Looking around in surprise, Mayle walked over and tapped at the arch control panel while the Howlers changed back to human form.

“Oh,” Mayle swallowed, “I guess the safety programs shut down before Celine could melt Syl’s brain,”

“So we failed,” Travs said flatly as soon as she had a human mouth again.

“Yup,” Mayle nodded.

“So pups…planning session tonight,” Travs announced, trying to sound upbeat.

“All Howlers, report to Science Labs 1 through 4 immediately,” Dr Wolfman’s voice came over the comm, “We need to examine you following this encounter,”

“After they finish poking and prodding us,” Travs amended.



“Can somebody tell me WHY auditory trauma would require a rectal exam??” Nacht demanded as the Howlers returned to the Den, ready to carry on their task of plotting the assassination of Celine Dion.

“Because the science team is a pack of sadists?” Paulson suggested, “I didn’t get the rectal exam, but I did get my stomach pumped,”

“Now that just doesn’t make any sense,” Nacht frowned.

“No. But could we get something to eat while we do this planning thing? I’m starving now!”

“Let’s focus, pups,” Travs said loudly as they settled into the briefing room, “We know surprise is a poor idea, we know we can’t just charge her, and we know that if we get a blast to the face we die of cerebral hemorrhaging. So how do we handle this?”

“We lure her into a trap!” Johnson suggested.

“Right…we’re going to dig a big hole, line it with sharpened toothbrushes and convince her to fall in without making a sound?” Vanheath asked dryly.

“Well, when you put it like that…”

They debated back and forth for a while. Travs watched the exchange, giving the ideas mentioned some consideration. But honestly, her mind was focused more on other matters…like what the science team was up to, and how she could get her grubby little paws on some of their data.

“Maybe we need to look at more of a technological solution,” she said suddenly, cutting Trimble off as he talked about something involving corners and echoes. She felt bad, Trimble was usually pretty quiet, and he needed to be encouraged to speak up. But later.

“I thought we were trying to avoid using technology on missions where we change,” Morreth asked.

“Right,” Travs agreed, wishing he would just shut up, “But maybe in this case, we need to get the science team involved in coming up with a sound filter or something,”

“Those butchers??” Mayle exclaimed.

Vanheath caught her drift.

“It can’t hurt,” he said, “At least, not any more than it has already. Those needles last week sucked.”



The science team may or may not have been shocked the next morning when the senior Howlers showed up at the lab door without being summoned. The only reaction from Lt Soruk was a raised eyebrow and a comment along the lines of ‘Oh, you want to filter sound? How exceedingly simple. Why are you here instead of doing this yourself and leaving me to work on something that doubtlessly is both more important and more interesting?’ Well, OK, what he actually said was “Logical. Science Lab 3 is at your disposal. Ensign Sebbit will assist you.” But somehow he managed to imply the rest.

“We need something to filter out the frequencies that are causing the problem,” Travs told the young Ampillion woman, “But small enough that they can’t be seen by the casual observer. They also can’t interfere with any other frequencies, have to work with our communications earpieces, and be securely attached…enough so that Lt Morreth can’t lose his,”

“So, superglue,” Nacht suggested. Morreth gave him a dirty look.

“Some of the earpieces that our Intelligence teams use have audio filtering, that’s ancient technology,” Sebbit said, one webbed hand tapping at the panel while the other grabbed a dead fly from a container and tossed it into her green, frog-like mouth, “Of course they’re usually trying to enhance humanoid voices, not filter parts of them out,”

The amphibian woman started hunting through the database, looking at various pieces of Starfleet Intelligence gear that might be modified to help them.

As she worked, Travs kept her distracted with a running commentary on the various challenges of using gear while in Howler form. Vanheath, on the other hand, simply tapped away at his padd, looking bored. At one point, Sebbit turned to address a question that Mayle had asked, and Vanheath took that opportunity to retrieve a small device from under her console. He casually interfaced it with his padd before sticking it in a pocket.

The padd displayed a status readout, with all indicators an encouraging green.

He caught Travs’ eye and gave her a slow nod. As soon as Sebbet’s attention was back on the console, Travs returned it.

Phase One was complete.



“Now we don’t need any participation from you this time,” Travs said to Mayle, “Just walk along the same route as before. Follow Morreth’s instructions, try not to get anybody’s brains melted and remember to scoop if necessary. Maintenance wasn’t happy about the state of the holodeck after the last training exercise.”

“Of course,” Mayle replied calmly.

“Good. We’ll be monitoring,”

Travs and Vanheath stepped out of the holodeck and returned to the monitoring station in the Howler’s Den. Vanheath sat at the sensor station, with Travs right behind her.

“All set?” Travs asked.

“Ready,” Mayle’s voice came back.

On the holodeck, the Howlers and their dog-walker began the training scenario, shiny new SI audio filters attached to their ears. What most of them didn’t know however was that their walker wasn’t the real deal, but was in fact a hologram of Ensign Mayle. None of them had wondered why the guy with the least amount of preparation to do had already been waiting for them in the holodeck when they arrived. The real Greg Mayle was concealed in a storage closet in Science Lab 3.

With a few taps at the console, Vanheath triggered the tiny surveillance projector he’d stashed in the lab, causing the security sensors in the lab to detect the presence of Ensign Sebbit, and only Ensign Sebbit.

“You’re good to go,” Vanheath said.

On the screen, Holo-Mayle began to walk without saying a word.

“Moving,” the real Mayle replied. He slowly opened the door to the storage closet, stepped out, then moved towards the console. Half expecting a security alert to go off any minute, he attached the authentication cloner Vanheath had used with the console the previous day. The device interfaced with the console and within seconds had given Mayle access to the entire science database.

Mayle brought up a surveillance feed from the holodeck in one corner and watched it carefully for a moment.

“Grass sure is green today,” he said, giving the code-phrase for ‘I’ve logged in’.

“Keep walking,” Vanheath replied, giving the acknowledgment code.

He accessed the last entry in the database. It was a report on the physiological impacts of the Celine screams, with notations on everything from unusually high acid content in Paulson’s stomach to indications of bowel micro-seizers in Nacht.

“Too much detail,” Mayle muttered, too softly for his microphone to pick up.

He skipped back and accessed the entry regarding the training attack on the Olsen twins. The science database had the training objectives and scenario as laid out by the Howlers themselves, along with pages of annotations by the science team on potential analysis points. Nothing appeared to contradict what the Howlers had been told…it seemed like the science team wanted to analyze their reactions to determine whether they were showing serious psychotic tendencies.

Then Mayle noticed another notation…Commander Belis had ordered several modifications to the scenario less than an hour before it was to start. Including reducing the age of the twins from 29 to 15.

Mayle looked at the holodeck surveillance again, trying to find something he could use to mask the code he was about to sent. Finally, spotted it.

“There’s a cat over there,” he said, “Right where we expected it to be,”

“Get your eyes off the scenery, Mayle,” Vanheath replied immediately.



“A cat where we expected it,” Travs murmured quietly, “It was Belis. Belis set us up. Throwing my people into an attack on innocent children was his brain-child, not a ’routine science experiment,” she shook her head, “Bring him back in,”

“Mayle, head out of the park and track down that Celine hologram,” Vanheath said.



In the science lab, Mayle recognized the code for ‘mission accomplished, get out of there’. But something told him he wasn’t finished just yet. He kept skipping down the list of entries until one caught his eye: Travs, Lt Commander, Initial Gestation Report.

As he read it, his eyes went wide. There was no code word for this. Hell, if Dr. Wolfman’s notes were right, there was no precedence for this in Federation history! Two humans infected with a shape-shifting virus conceiving a child? How could Travs not know?

Maybe she did, and just wasn’t telling him, Mayle wondered. But no, there was a notation for medication to repress the pregnancy symptoms, and another that Travs was not to be informed until at least the fourth month, assuming the pregnancy progressed close to human standards.

That revelation alone was almost enough to send Mayle running for the exit but another database entry caught his eye.

VILKAS.

Feeling a stirring of recognition, Mayle tapped the entry. Pages upon pages of entries flooded the screen, almost as many entries as the entire Farkas database itself!

Mayle tapped the oldest entry. A schematic of a Federation Intrepid-class starship appeared on the screen.

“USS Vilkas,” Mayle murmured, “Starfleet Intelligence. Mission…to study personnel infected by the mutagenic Changeling virus, code-named ‘Howlers’.”

“Mayle, hurry things along, we don’t have all day,” Vanheath sounded worried.

A quick glance at the padd showed Mayle that the holographic Mayle still hadn’t reached the Celine hologram.

“I’m sure we’ll be there any second,” he replied tersely.

He skipped to the latest entry, but all there was was a video log.

It showed a dozen Howlers, roaring and snarling in berserker rage as they were pushed back by phaser fire. Even at full stun, the blasts barely stunned the beasts. Mayle had been working with the Howlers for months, watching their every move. And it was easy for him to see that there was no human intelligence behind the actions of this group. What he saw in their eyes was blind, animal rage.

“Containment!” one of the humans in the video was shouting. Mayle felt like he should know the man, but he couldn’t think of a name. Even as he tried to puzzle it out, the men in the video were erecting portable forcefields to hold the Howlers back.

One of the Howlers was too close to the generator when the field activated. There was a flash of light and the animal was thrown to the side, becoming impaled on a broken support beam. Mayle flinched in empathy as the animal tore itself from the beam, blood and a few entrails pouring from the wound. It collapsed on the human side of the new force field, while the other Howlers tried to lurch for what now looked less like one of their own and more like dinner.

The video ended.

“Terrifying, isn’t it,”

Mayle spun around in surprise to find Commander Belis standing behind him.

“Um…this isn’t what it looks like,” he said, rather lamely.

“No?” Belis asked, “Because what it looks like, at least according to every piece of security equipment on this ship, is a Howler exercise taking place on the holodeck, complete with yourself in attendance, while Ensign Sebbit reviews documents that she has legitimate access to. Even the communications logs show perfectly normal training scenario traffic. I am impressed.”

Mayle said nothing.

Neither did Belis.

They stared at each other for several moments, Belis seemingly deep in thought, Mayle wondering just how much trouble he’d managed to get himself in. On the display, the Howlers had found the Celine Dion hologram and were moving in for the kill. Both Belis and Mayle turned their attention as cries of pain came over the comm link.

“God, that huts!” Nacht said tightly.

“It’s better,” Vanheath reported, “The filters are helping! But we still can’t get close!”

“We must have missed a frequency!” Paulson’s voice was tinged with panic, “Just…just…give me a minute!”

“You must have figured out by now,” Belis said finally, “that the situation on these ships is far more complicated that it appears.”

These ships, Mayle noted.

“Why did you change the Olsen twins to teenagers?” Mayle asked. He wasn’t sure where else to start.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Belis demanded, “You’ve seen now what the Howlers can become. You think the group on this ship is special because they can kill on command? Please, if all we were interested in was mindless killing machines, we could take our pick of any number of violent races! This group is far more interesting for what they WON’T do than for what they will!”

“And Travs? How does that fit in?”

“A very unfortunate complication,” Belis admitted, “Dr. Wolfman has his own ideas, obviously. And Captain Harth and his…superiors…are excited about the strategic implications. Myself? Well…I wish we could teach a Howler to use a condom.”

Belis looked at his chrono, then looked at the small screen where the Howlers were carefully circling Celine.

“We’re out of time,” he said, serious again, “Get back to the Howler’s Den before the scenario is done. Opportunities to speak openly on this ship are very rare, so don’t expect anything other than my usual unpleasant self if our paths cross.”

He turned to go.

“Oh, and I wouldn’t suggest sharing all of this with your friends just yet,” he added, “Let them think that I’m the evil mastermind that wants them killing babies, and by all means, Travs should know she’s pregnant. But the piece about the USS Vilkas? Better keep that to yourself. We don’t need to worry these pups any more than they already are.”

“They why let me know?” Mayle wondered, “You obviously knew I was going to find out? Why let me? Why not lock me up now? Tell the Howlers I had an ‘accident’?”

“Ensign Mayle,” Belis shook his head, “Why else would I bring you aboard?”

He reached into a pocket, pulled out an isolinear data chip and tossed it to Mayle.

“They probably missed a resonance frequency,” Belis explained, “We had the same problem on the Vilkas,”

With that, he left.

His head spinning, Mayle looked down at the chip in his hand, then at the screen. Syl had tried charging Celine and was now staggering in a drunken line, shaking his head. His brain hadn’t melted at least, but they weren’t going to defeat her link that.

Clutching the chip, Mayle ran out of the lab.



“You were my strength when I was weak!” the Celine hologram sang loudly.

Nacht’s whines filled the room. It may not have been English, but the frustration laced with pain came through crystal clear.

“Change to configuration Delta!” Travs ordered.

“There isn’t one!” Vanheath grimaced, “Ensign Sebbit only loaded three different configurations, and none of them are working!”

“Can we combine them?”

The doors hissed open and Mayle rushed in.

“Here,” he said, jamming the chip into a slot on the panel, “We missed some resonance frequencies! This should take care of it!”

“Uploading!” Vanheath snapped.

“…best there was in me…”

The cries over the comm abruptly changed from frustration and pain to triumph. There was a flash of dark fur on the viewscreen, a spray of blood and the singing abruptly ceased.

“Target eliminated,” Vanheath said, leaning back in his chair with relief.

Travs plucked the chip out of the console and stared at it.

“Let me guess,” she said, her voice dark, “The science team deliberately held back on us?”

“Um…not exactly,” Mayle’s brain was spinning a mile a minute, “I found this in some…I mean…Commander Belis…”

“I knew it,” Travs snapped, “That BASTARD! Everything is just a game for him, isn’t it?”

Mayle was about to open his mouth when he noticed dark fuzz was forming on Travs’ forearms. Maybe this wasn’t the time to upset her further.

“Um, Lt Commander…” Vanheath gulped.

Travs looked at her arm as though she’d never seen it before. After a moment, the fur vanished.

“Don’t know what’s getting into me,” she shook her head, “Come on. Let’s get the post-mission stuff done. Then we need to have a quick, private chat with Ensign Mayle.

Mayle’s lips tightened.



They were back in the holodeck running the Grandma’s Cottage program, the band once again playing interference with the security scanners.

“Pregnant,” Vanheath said flatly, “Oh my God.”

“You’re going to be a father!” Paulson said happily, patting him on the arm.

“Oh my God,” Vanheath said again.

“Why. Didn’t. They. Tell. Us.” Travs asked, very slowly and very deliberately, her hands on her stomach.

“I don’t know,” Mayle said honestly, “I…I think there’s a lot the science team, that everybody on this ship has been keeping from us. And I don’t know why,”

“This has gone too far,” Travs said, “I’m done playing nice with these assholes. It’s time to find out what they’re hiding from us. ALL that they’re hiding from us,”

“Uh, how?” Mayle asked.

“Another visit to the lab, planting a few surveillance devices of our own, seducing a senior officer,” Travs listed off possibilities, “Whatever it takes.

“I’m in,” Vanheath said at once.

Morreth, predictably, wasn’t interested.

“I’m sure Captain Harth has our best interests in mind,” the pale Klingon said in his nasal voice, “Trying to poke our noses where they aren’t wanted won’t solve anything,”

“Shut up,” roughly half the Howlers said.

Mayle drew back. Morreth’s position as second-Howler-in-command was pretty much ‘only in name’ at this point, with the level of respect the team had for him.

So what would they think of him if they found out what he was hiding from them now?



“Of course, we will be sure to have the science team prepare as many possible filter profiles as possible,” Dr. Wolfman was saying, “An auditory attack is one of the more likely defenses we’ll see if anybody expects a Howler attack,”

“Good,” Captain Harth said, “Anything else?”

“Behavior monitoring suggests that degradation of their emotional control is remaining below even our most conservative projections,” Lt Soruk reported, “The measures we have taken were not expected to have this level of effectiveness, and the reason for this escapes me. We will continue our experiments,”

“Good,” Commander Belis said, crossing his arms, “A few more pokes and prods won’t hurt them,”

“You heard the man, Doc,” Captain Harth said to Wolfman as he rose to his feet, “Figure this out,”

Dr. Wolfman caught Commander Belis’ eye as they too rose to their feet.

“Don’t worry sir,” Wolfman said, “We will,”
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Pieces


Author’s Note:

Writing Star Traks has been an interesting experience. It’s been an enjoyable hobby, and a fun way to express myself. But it’s also been a source of some frustration. This story was posted a full eight years after the previous one, the longest gap is Star Traks history. This delay certainly wasn’t planned, and it’s had a few impacts. Including eight years to think of different ideas for what the conclusion of the Howlers’ story might look like. I’ve given the entire series an edit for consistency, but if you notice a few sudden changes in this story…well, now you know why.



Ensign Greg Mayle twisted in the throes of his nightmare. He was still running, eagerly chasing at the scent of prey. But the forest around him had changed: Instead of the comfortable spread of branches above him blotting out the moon, the soft rustle of underbrush around him and the feeling of soft earth beneath his paws, his world had transformed into a hideous maze. The sun shone too brightly above him, birds shrieked hideously overhead and the ground was hard-baked to the point of being as hard as rock.

But none of that was going to stop him! He had the scent of the prey now…the scent of fear. The scent of panic. And something else…a scent that was not prey, but was not danger. A scent that was oddly familiar, but just beyond recognition.

He came around a corner and saw the prey cowering against the rear wall. Victory was to be his! He surged forward, only at the last minute seeing the other muscular, lupine shapes gathered in the clearing. They turned to him, teeth bared in snarls and eyes burning with fire. He ignored them, surging towards the prey, jaws opening as he went in for the kill-

And roaring in pain as he was thrown away!



“VILKAS!!!!” Mayle screamed, bolting awake and jumping clear off the bed.

“Yeah man, we know,” Ensign Porkchop said, giving Mayle a wave from where he was still lounging comfortably on the bed. The man’s last name wasn’t actually Porkchop, but Mayle never heard any of the other Howlers use his real name, and oddly enough it wasn’t in any of the ship’s records. Captain Harth may have used it once or twice, but he couldn’t remember what it was, “We’ve been pulling shifts keeping an eye on you for weeks, and it’s always the same thing,” he reached into a nearby bucket and pulled out a fried chicken drumstick, “The only time you haven’t screamed ‘Vilkas’ was that night you didn’t have any nightmares. And that’s only because Dr. Wolfman was using you as the control group for the sedation experiments,”

“Why,” Mayle groaned tiredly, picking himself up off the floor, “are you eating fried chicken in my bed?”

“I was hungry,” Porkchop said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the work, “And I kept thinking of that Keetoonan crime-lord hit from last week. I just didn’t like picking the feathers out of my teeth.”

It said something for his time with the Howlers that there was a man in pyjamas in his bed, talking about eating a sentient (if in this case criminally insane) being, but the things that bothered Mayle the most were the crumbs on his sheets. He didn’t bother reminding Porkchop that he could have eaten just as easily (and more comfortably) at the small table near the replicator. After several months aboard the USS Farkas, he’d grown accustomed to the pack mentality of the Howlers. There was nothing sexual about Porkchop’s presence…but Mayle still wasn’t the sort to engage in platonic cuddles with buddies or coworkers. At least he’d at last been able to train the Howlers to avoid actually touching him. Most the time.

“I didn’t…say anything else, did I?” Mayle asked. He had only recently learned about the USS Vilkas, sister-ship to the USS Farkas and apparent test-bed to another group of Howlers that had gone completely berserk. Mayle had barely been able to glance at the files, but he had seen ‘50% casualties’ and ‘decommissioned, pending dismantling’. Odds are no one would be stumbling across the USS Vilkas anytime in the future. But he hadn’t told the rest of the Howlers what he knew, yet. Partly because finding the opportunity for frank, un-monitored discussion was so difficult aboard the Farkas. But also…also because he really wasn’t sure how to bring it up. ‘Hey, friends. Did you know there was a another group of you? And they went nuts and killed everyone around them?’. Right.

“No, same as every time. We keep hoping for something juicy, and you keep disappointing,”

“Story of my love life,” Mayle muttered.

The doors hissed open and Ensign Syl strode cheerfully in, completely and utterly nude, carefully mans-scaped bits swaying in the open as he strode into the room.

“Porkchop!” he whispered loudly in heavily accented Standard, “I am coming here to be relieving you! Your turn for naps,”

“I’m awake, Syl” Mayle grumbled, “And you’re naked. Again. You can’t keep doing this, man! Tomillo is going to be yelling at me in the morning. Again.”

“But it’s just so comfortable!” Sly stretched his arms over his head as Mayle pulled himself to his feet and started looking for his housecoat. In the process, he managed to knock over the stasis tube containing Felix, his Howler-hating cat. The tube crashed to the floor with an unhealthy-sounding electronic sizzle, then the soft glow of the stasis field faded.

Mayle froze.

“Guys,” he said softly, “Leave. Now. Quietly.”

“Aww, is that your cute, petite, little kitty-ca-AAAGGHHHH!!!” Sly screamed as a flash of fur shot from out of the tube, claws digging right into his exposed skin as Felix climbed up his leg, managing to kick Sly right in the jewels with a clawed paw as he worked his way up the French-Canadian Howler’s chest, over one shoulder and onto his back. Felix hissed, clinging to Syl’s shoulder as he tried to shake him off.

“OW! OW! Crisse de câlice de tabarnak d’osti de sacrament!” Syl screamed, rushing backward to try to pin the cat between his back and the wall. Felix jumped to a nearby bookshelf as Syl crashed over a potted plant and fell to the floor, then pounced back at his bare chest.

“Syl!” Porkchop rushed towards his fellow Howler, but jerked back at loud hiss and snap of teeth from the enraged cat.

“Porkchop! Table! Phaser!” Mayl shouted. Someone in the next cabin started banging against the wall and yelling at them to keep their kinky sex lives to themselves.

“I can’t shoot a cat!” Porkchop objected, “Can’t we just sing ‘Soft Kitty’ or something?”

“He’s not SOFT!” Syl wailed, “Osti d’épais de marde!”

Porkchop squeezed his eyes shut and pulled the trigger. The phaser whined, then there was a thud as a body fell limp against the floor.

“Did I get him?” Porkchop asked.

“MMEEERRROOOWWWW!”



A short time later, Mayle and Porkchop dropped Syl’s phaser-stunned body onto a sickbay bio-bed. The man’s body was covered in oozing cuts, and Porkchop’s uniform had been shredded from the right shoulder right down to his wrist, which was also bleeding. Mayle had the stunned cat draped over one arm, the phaser tucked in his waistband.

“One of those nights, huh?” Nurse Bayles asked as she came over to survey the damage.

“Hey, hey, hey!” Dr. Wolfman objected, taking note of the patient, “You’re getting blood all over the fabric! We have drop sheets for this, people!”

“Why did you stun Ensign Syl if he was being attacked by your cat, anyway?” Bayles asked.

“Well, that part was an accident,” Porkchop admitted.

“Which is why you’re not supposed to have phasers in crew quarters,” Dr. Wolfman said sharply.

“Hey, do you know how much damage he would have done otherwise?”

“I do not understand why you have not yet vaporized the animal,” Science Officer Soruk said calmly, “Or at least had it declawed,”

“A hundred times,” Mayle sighed, too tired to wonder or even care why Soruk and Wolfman were in Sickbay in the middle of the night, “A hundred times since I arrived on this ship, I’ve asked.”

“And a hundred times since you’ve arrived, we’ve reminded you that declawing is inhumane, against regs, and hasn’t been done for centuries.” Dr Wolfman said reprovingly.

“Understood,” Soruk said as he started carefully collecting Syl’s blood from the sheet, “Regardless, I do appreciate the opportunity to collect such fresh blood and tissue samples from genuine flesh wounds as opposed to via hypospray. Perhaps the animal could be of assistance for future testing…” He turned to Felix and started checking his claws for Syl’s skin and blood.

“You want him? You can keep him,” Mayle grunted.

“You realize he probably WOULD vaporize him, right?” Porkchop murmured.

“Right. Look, could I get ANOTHER stasis tube? A long-term one? And maybe something to help me sleep for a few hours before I have to meet Travs in the Holodeck?”

“Of course,” Wolfman said cheerfully, “We don’t keep long-term units here in Sickbay, but I’ll request one. You can leave him in one of the medical units here until then. Um…by the way, where are Ensign Syl’s cloths?”

“Don’t ask,” Mayle grunted.

“You know, I’m all for healthy expressions of sexuality, but nudity and angry cats don’t mix,” Bayles said. She paused. “He wasn’t…you know…”

“NO!” Porkchop was aghast. He was standing near the head of Syl’s bio-bed, one hand on the unconscious man’s shoulder, “That’s DISGUSTING!”

“I had to ask,” Bayles shrugged, “Might have had to start an investigation.”

“THANK you,” Mayles gritted his teeth, “It’s not…” he sighed, “Never mind.”



“OK, pups,” Lieutenant Travs called out from the top of a small holographic hill, “Our next mission is going to be mostly normal. Starfleet Intelligence has a lead on a group of Nausican slavers in the vicinity of Tartin IV. These guys have eluded capture several times now, so we’re going…ahem.” Travs grimaced for a moment, her hand going towards her belly, “Going in,”

“Capture or kill?” Lieutenant Vanheath asked, swallowing nervously. He’d been filling in as Howlers 2IC with Morreth spending more time up on the bridge. sucking up to the senior staff and losing much of the trust of the team. Vanheath was also the father of Trav’s unborn…whatever…and things were slightly strained between them.

“Yes,” Travs said flatly.

“Got it,” Ensign Nacht nodded from his seat next to Vanheath, “Kill.”

“Or capture,” Vanheath reminded him.

“I guess that depends on whose team gets to those slavers first, doesn’t it?”

Travs was about the shush to two team leaders when Ensign Packman cut in.

“So what makes this one slightly not normal?” Packman asked, “I’m guessing that’s why the Science team sent me a crate that says ‘Do Not Open Until Ordered’?”

“Either that, or somebody sent us a cake,” Paulson said, “Or maybe a straight-jacket for Syl,”

“Hey,” Syl was next to her, wearing only a swimsuit, “These cuts, they are still healing. Cloth chafes them,”

“You can’t swear in Standard, but you know ‘chafe’?”

“I am a man of the galaxy,” Sly spread his arms, then winced, “Who has been through a râpe à fromage,”

Everyone looked at him, confused. Sighing, he activated his translator.

“A cheese grater.”

“As I said, these guys have escaped capture several times,” Travs said, “Starfleet and the Federation Marines have tried a frontal assault, but the slavers just dumped their merchandise and flee. So we’re sending someone in to cut-off their escape route. Then we send in the rest of the team to mop up.”

“With this group, a mop usually doesn’t cover it,” Mayle looked slightly green, “You usually need a decontamination team to clean up all the blood and guts.”

“Look, the difference with the Nausicans is that according to our intel, they’re using a fairly sophisticated sensor network around their compound,” Travs continued, hand still resting on her stomach, “The guys in the lab, well the ones that aren’t busy poking and prodding us, are trying to figure out how we can get a Howler past the sensors without setting them off and without breaking our cover if you’re seen or captured.”

“Guess that explains the crate,” Packman grunted.

“Yeah, don’t open that until Soruk disables the security lockout,” Travs warned him, “Or it’ll explode. I’m NOT kidding!” she snapped, turning to where Vorns was looking at the crate with interest.

“I wasn’t going to touch it,” he said, looking down at his feet, “I was just going to…”

“Mark your territory,” Mayle groaned, “Vorns, we’ve talked about this! One more incident and Tomillo is going to order you into diapers!”

“Anyway,” Travs said, “they’ve come up with some kind of inject-able nano-bots that are supposed to mask your life-signs for about half an hour. Then they go dormant and your body breaks them down. Obviously they don’t want us running amok with this stuff, so the dispenser, AKA the Big Mystery Crate, will only dispense the amount authorized by Soruk and Belis.”

“But that’s not the part we’re training right now,” Travs went on, “This is a stealth mission, and we can only get one Howler past the sensor net. One can be a malfunction…more is sabotage. So we’re going to do some try-outs to determine who the lucky pup is,”

“Today’s target,” Vanheath contemplated his list of ‘Most Annoying Celebrities in History’, “From the planet Earth, a man who apparently made music of some sort but was better known for his loud mouth than his talent: Kanye West. The location is based on our intel of the enemy base, standard stealth rules. Porkchop, you’re up first.”



The end of the day found Mayle seated with Syl in the small mess hall that was part of the Howler’s Den facilities. Paulson had been chosen for the mission, to the great surprise of nobody. Stealth had become her specialty since joining the team.

“Where the heck is Seeta,” Mayle asked, “We need to go over the comms setup for the mission.”

“She is with Porkchop,” Syl said, digging into a nearly raw steak, “They will be being here.”

The door hissed open and Porkchop and Paulson walked in, laughing about something. Mayle’s eyes narrowed…something was off. It took him only a second to figure it out: both were slightly flushed, Porkchop’s hair had been ruffled and they were standing even closer to each other than the Howler norm. The likely case wasn’t exactly a mystery, and as they sat Mayle set down his fork.

“You guys know,” he said quietly, “That if Travs gets wind of this someone will have to change teams? Not to mention what happens if we end up with another pregnant Howler!”

“We’re being careful,” Paulson said sharply, glancing quickl at Sly before turning back to Mayle, “You don’t need to lecture me!”

“I’m sorry,” Mayle said, “Maybe that was out of line. But…I mean, you know what Travs is going through right now. And we’re a team, right?”

“I know,” Paulson said, shooting another glance at Syl, who just shrugged, “It’s just…”

“No, you don’t need to explain anything to me,” Mayle waved her away, “It’s just…I don’t really want any of the Alpha team people moving to our team,”

“Be careful with ze, ’ow you say, pack mentality,” Syl warned him.

“Be careful with ze, ’ow you say, towel between your ass and ze furniture,” Mayle shot back with a grin.

They laughed, and Mayle was about to start going over the comms setup with Paulson when the doors hissed open again and Packman stepped in.

“Hey guys, hey Mayle,” he said, pausing and sniffing the air. He shook his head as if to clear it, then turned to Mayle, “Hey, the lab boys want to talk to me about some tech for an upcoming mission. Thought you might want to come with,”

“Yeah, sure,” Mayle said, “When?”

“Tomorrow, after everyone gets back from the mission,”

“OK,”

Packman left, leaving Mayle and Paulson to go through the arrangements for her mission while Syl and Porkchop finished eating. After they’d finished, the two male Howlers left the table, leaving Paulson and Mayle alone.

“Have you talked to Travs about her…situation?” Mayle asked.

“Why, because I’m the only other woman on the team?” Paulson shot right back. She immediately held up a hand in apology, “Sorry, you’re right. Chaos knows none of the guys on this team could dare approach the topic.” She paused for a moment, thinking. “I’m not even sure how to bring it up. ‘Hey boss, we all know you’re carrying a possible shape-shifting baby, since you got it on with a co-worker in front of everyone while you were both werewolves. Wanna talk about it?’.”

Mayle just gulped.

Paulson frowned, then her face fell. “She’s right behind me, isn’t she?”

“Yup,” Travs plopped down in the chair next to her, “She is,”

“I am SO-”

“Relax, I heard the first part,” Travs waved her away, “I know you weren’t being a bitch. And at this point, I could use the direct approach,” she dropped a small device about the size of a hockey puck on the table.

“Is that a surveillance scrambler?” Mayle asked. The small device was illegal as hell and packed with sophisticated anti-surveillance gear. At its most basic, it would cause noticeable interference with audio and video recordings. Of course, that would reveal the presence of the scrambler. So SI had equipped it with a small sensor and AI that would check for a variety of known surveillance devices, their weaknesses, and (where possible) algorithms to turn the most sensitive conversation into boring, inane chatter.

“Yeah, there was another anti-grav failure in the cargo hold. Broke open a case of about three hundred of these things. It’ll be weeks before they miss one or two,” Travs said, “And in the meantime, we can have a bit of privacy here and there,”

“Oh thank God,” Mayle’s face fell into his hands, “If I have to listen to the Big Bad Wolf blaring ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’ on that trombone one more time, I’ll go insane!”

“So will Belis’ surveillance guy,” Travs informed him, “Morreth overheard him complaining the other day about our terrible taste in music. But I don’t trust Morreth right now, so nobody tells him about these things!” she looked at the scrambler, then put a hand over her stomach and lowered her voice, “On to business. I need to get this thing out of me. Now.” she said sharply.

“Oh,” Mayle was taken aback, while Paulson looked like she’d tasted something foul, “I…Commander, I just don’t think we can abort a-”

“That’s not what I meant!” Travs shouted. She winced, realizing even the scrambler might not cover that outburst, “I mean I want it out of me and into a uterine incubator!” she hissed more quietly, “Or a stasis tube! But I don’t want it in me, and I don’t trust Dr. Wolfman with it!”

“Ohhh,” Mayle said, more slowly this time. Aborting a fetus in the 24th Century was an incredibly rare event, reserved for the most extreme of medical emergencies. Moving a fetus to a surrogate mother or an artificial incubation unit was so routine as to be boring, “I’m sorry, it’s just that with all the-”

“Again, I know what you meant,” Travs cut him off, “What I don’t know is how we’re going to get the procedure done without involving Wolfman. Or where we can get a uterine incubator without anyone noticing!” A timer started beeping, and Travs grabbed the scrambler and rose to her feet, “We can talk more later. But think about how we can get around this. I know you’re close with a couple of the nurses,”

“But-”

“Early to bed, Paulson,” Travs said as the light on the scrambler winked out, “You’ve got a big mission ahead of you tomorrow!” She left.

“Apparently, we both do,” Paulson said to Mayle.



The next day, Mayle was standing station in Transporter Room 2. Transporter Chief Bullion was working the transporter controls, while Mayle was once again standing at the side panel that had been setup to allow more detailed monitoring of Howler missions. Lt Travs was pacing back and forth as they went through the pre-mission checklist.

“Optical tracking?” Travs asked.

“Check,” Mayle replied, “I have locks on the beam-down site, east compound perimeter, the getaway ship and the main building,”

“Life-sign sweep?”

“No change from the probe we sent by yesterday,” Mayle confirmed, “Reading twenty-one Nausican life signs, along with nearly two hundred assorted life-forms, clustered in what we believe to be a holding area,”

“Beam scrambler?” This was directed at Chief Bullion. The beam scrambler was a small device about the size of a baseball that would fall through the planetary atmosphere, impact the ground near the beam-down site and begin emitting a signal that would mask the signal of any transporter beams.

“Launched eight minutes ago,” Bullion replied, her tone carefully professional, “We will have a thirty-minute window in three minutes, twenty seconds…mark.”

“Breadcrumbs?” Travs turned back to Mayle.

“I have them here,” he held up what looked like a dark piece of fabric but was in fact coated in tiny communications relays. The devices would drop off the cloth as Travs moved, leaving a path of transmitters using signals far too weak to be detected, but capable of relaying communications back to a more powerful transmitter at the beam-down site.

“Why aren’t they hanging off Paulson’s hind leg?” Travs demanded.

“Do you want them trailing all over the ship?” Mayle asked, “Also, she doesn’t have hind legs yet. Uh…ma’am.”

“Right,” Travs winced, her hand moving back to her stomach, “Where is she?”

“On her way,” Mayle glanced at the video feed from Paulson’s communications piece. It was showing the inside of a turbolift, with a pair of Farkas crewmen sneaking uneasy looks back at Paulson. One of them literally started to tremble.

Mayle frowned. Why? What could possibly have happened to the man to invoke that sort of response.

He looked back up as Travs gave another sound of discomfort.

“Would you like me to call Sickbay?” Chief Bullion asked politely.

“No,” Travs straightened back up, “It’s fine.”

Paulson walked in the door and moved across the room towards one of the equipment lockers. She yanked out the old uniform that one of the Howlers had left behind on the last mission and started to undress, packing away everything except the pink spandex underwear she wore during her change. With a series of deft gestures, she adjusted her comm-link over one ear, then grabbed the cloth strip Mayle was holding out and slipped it over one ankle.

“Ready,” she told Travs. Travs gave a nod, then Paulson closed her eyes and concentrated. Bullion turned away, but Mayle continued to watch as the dark fur spread across Paulson’s body, muscles rippling and sliding under her skin even as bones began to shift with a series of nauseating crunching sounds. The comm-link sensed the change, pieces turning on tiny hinges and changing shape to fit invisibly inside the canine ear as it slid from the side to the top of Paulson’s head. Her breasts vanished, leaving the bikini top tight against a flat, muscled chest. As the pink cloth stretched it became porous, letting the dark fur through and nearly becoming invisible, giving only a faint colour to the skin occasionally visible beneath the fur. More than enough for Mayle to tell the Howlers apart, but not enough for the casual observer to notice anything. Granted, the casual observer was more likely to be gazing into a maw filled with sharp teeth about to tear their throat out.

Paulson dropped to all fours as the transformation finished, then leaped up to the transporter pad. Travs reached forward and pressed a hypospray to her flank, injecting her with the sensor-scrambling nanobots that Belis had authorized the Mystery Crate to dispense.

“You know the plan,” Travs said “Once you’re in position to block the Nausicaans from their ship, the rest of the team will beam down.”

“My board is green,” Mayle said a little too loudly, a hint to Bullion that she could turn around. She cleared her throat, then turned to face the transporter pad. Paulson met her eyes and gave her a very human nod.

“Energizing,” Bullion said.



Paulson materialized as planned just outside the range of the Nausican sensor network. She was in the relatively sheltered space where a boulder had eons ago come to rest against a relatively shallow cliff, shielded from sight from all but one direction. She started carefully sniffing the air, the Howler instincts screaming, hunting for every possible sign of prey. There were plenty of indications that there used to be prey in the area: faded scents of spoor, the gamy scent of alien fur, even some faded prints in the ground not far from her. But compare to most live forests, this one was relatively quiet.

Something had been killing the local wildlife. The question was, what? And was it potentially dangerous to her?

Her human intelligence took over, looking for other indications. There was no scent of burned or seared flesh, which made everything from old-style electric fences to auto-targeting defensive phaser turrets very unlikely. Predators would have scents of their own, and neither Paulson nor the Howler instincts found any sign of that. But there was the scent of dried blood. And very faint, a slightly smoky smell that the Howler didn’t know, but that Paulson thought might be…fire? Smoke? No…gun-powder.

Hunting. Or more likely, target practice. The Nausicans, probably bored guards, were using the assorted wildlife near the camp as target practice, with primitive old projectile weapons.

With a snort, Paulson lowered herself to the ground and carefully skulked along the cliff edge until she found a path up. Unnoticed, the tiny breadcrumb nano-bots detached from the cloth around her ankle.

“The edge of the sensor net is about twenty meters past the top of the rise,” Mayle’s voice came in her ear, “The guards are still patrolling about two hundred meters past that, but you’ll have a two-minute opening in about ninety seconds,”

Paulson gave a soft grunt of acknowledgement. The Nausican compound was a collection of pre-fabricated buildings scattered through a heavily wooded area. The sensor network and patrolling guards kept anything big from getting in or out of the perimeter, but the slavers were far more concerned about any of the merchandise escaping as opposed to an outside attack. A small but fast ship was parked near a clearing; a stealthy craft built to hide as long as possible, then outrun any pursuit. The small ship was a big part of the reason why no one had been able to catch up with the slavers. Up until now, anyway. A landing field showed where larger craft had landed, presumably buyers and sellers of the slaves.

“You’re clear,” Mayle said.

Paulson glanced to both sides to confirm the guard was far enough away, then bolted forward. She passed a pair of what were probably sensor arrays, but there was no indication she’d been detected. She was nearly silent, the heavy pads of her paws lightly grabbing the earth as she ran. Long before the patrolling guard reversed his course, she was well hidden between a fallen tree and the wall of one of the prefabs.



“Harth to Travs. Report,” the voice of the USS Farkas’ Captain filtered down through the comm.

“Paulson has breached the Nausicaan perimeter,” Travs reported. Next to her Mayle worked the sensor systems, speaking to Paulson softly as Bullion maintained the transporter lock, “Alpha and Beta teams are standing by to beam down and take out the slavers once she is in position,”

“You know it’s capture OR kill, right?” Harth asked mildly.

“We’ll capture whomever we don’t have to kill, sir.” Travs replied, “And these are slavers, remember? The lowest form of scum.”

“I wasn’t objecting to your methods,” Harth’s voice was almost…approving? “Try not to track blood up and down the corridors this time. The cleaning bots have been unhappy lately.”

Travs rolled her eyes. “Understood. Travs out.”

The transporter room was quiet for several moments. Mayle monitored Paulson as she moved through the slaver camp. Travs paced the room, supervising. Then Chief Bullion tapped at her panel, confirming that the other transporter room on the deck was ready to help deliver a double dose of Howler fury as soon as the slaver’s escape route was cut off. All in all it was a fairly routine mission. Almost dull, really. The stakes weren’t even that high. They risked a single Howler who, even if discovered, could probably fight her way out without getting more than a few scratches. If it weren’t for Travs occasionally moving a hand towards her stomach, he could almost believe that things were…well, normal wasn’t really a word he could apply to the Howlers and the USS Farkas. But as close as it got to normal.

The doors hissed open and Syl walked into the room, completely naked.

“This isn’t a good time,” Mayle sighed, “Syl, why? WHY can’t you just put pants on for ten minutes?”

“Hmm?” Syl looked down, “MERDE!!! I forgot!”

He turned tail…tails? Whatever. He turned around quickly and left.

Travs was shaking her head.

“I don’t understand that one,” she said, “I understand most of the Howler quirks…I’ve struggled with all of them myself at one time or another,”

“Even peeing on things and eating dead animals?” Mayle shot her a smirk.

“Shut up. Yes.” Travs continued pacing, “But the nudity, I don’t get. Really, once you get used to having fur, bare flesh is actually…sort of chilly.”

“Hmm,” Mayle watched as Paulson contemplated the slaver escape ship. There were two guards standing next to the open hatch, and she’d managed to get herself close enough that the slightest movement could tip them off to her location.

“So no,” Travs went on, “I don’t feel the urge to walk around naked. Plenty of other urges,” her hand went to her belly again, “And I’ll never look at cats the same way again. But not nudity.”

The transporter chief was remaining very carefully silent.

“And I bet you’ll always go for the better brand of dog food from the replicator if you ever get a pet,” this time Mayle caught Travs’ eye, then quickly glanced at the very uncomfortable Chief Bullion. She caught on at once.

“Oh, for sure,” she said, “But I’m never going to be able to go to baseball games again,”

“Really. Baseball?” Mayle kept his eye on his display as Paulson slowly eased back from her position, presumably thinking of some way to distract the guards, “I would have thought horse races would be the problem. With the little holographic rabbit?”

“I spent HOURS chasing after one of those things on the holodeck!” Travs said. She was struggling to keep a straight face as Bullion’s face twitched.

“It’s probably a good thing I can’t change to Howler form,” Mayle said, “I mean, I’d sit around all day, and fall off the couch anytime I tried to lick my-”

The doors to the transporter room opened again, this time revealing Syl, wearing a standard-issue housecoat. Sort of.

“ENSIGN!” Travs snapped, “You’re supposed to close the housecoat over your…your junk, and tie the belt!”

“Oh. Right,” Syl quickly complied.

“Why are you here, Syl? Travs and I are sort of in the middle of something,” Mayle asked.

“Are you playing the game where you make things up and try to get the Chief to…oh…oops,” Syl at least had the good grace to look sheepish.

“I KNEW IT!” Bullion exclaimed, “I KNEW you two were messing with me!”

“Well…we were bored,” Travs shrugged, “And sorry, I guess.”

Bullion looked thoughtful for a moment.

“It’s cool,” she decided, “And I suppose I got a show out of the deal,” she looked dryly over a Syl, “At least you’re a real Frenchman in one regard,”

“Hey, don’t you be starting on the glorious Belle Province again!”

“Enough you two…uugghhHHH!!!” Travs let out an uncomfortable goan-

-As suddenly fur erupted over her entire body! Her flesh writhed, bones snapping loudly as her body quickly adjusted and shifted, and far more quickly than normal there was a fully grown Howler standing in the middle of the room. Her uniform hung in shredded tatters, her boots had split with matching pops as her feet exploded out of them.

“Rawrr….raaatts….aaahhhaaahhheeeccctaaaa….” Travs dropped to all fours and tried to speak, then shook her head in frustration as the words couldn’t get past her canine mounth.

Mayle, Syl and Bullion all stared in shock.

“Are you OK?” Mayle asked.

Travs tried to answer again, then just nodded her head. Her eyes darted to Mayle’s panel and she snarled, shaking her nose in the direction of the screen.

“Shit!” Mayle turned back just in time to see Paulson spring at the two guards next to the escape ship. The orbital image wasn’t great, but he could still see two very messy splashes of blood as she mauled the two slavers, then darted into the ship.

“Howlers! Alpha and Beta! You’re up!”

Syl immediately started changing, though at least he had the foresight to cast off his housecoat. The rest of Beta team must have already changed, as they were in the transporter room in seconds, ready to go. Even so, Alpha team was already materializing by the time Beta had taken their positions on the pad. Mayle realized they must have been waiting on the pad in the other transporter room this entire time. He turned to Bullion.

“This is the part where it gets messy,” he advised her, “So you may not want to be looking over here.”

“Bloodbath to the right of me. Fangs to the left,” Bullion eyed Travs uneasily.

“Here I am, stick here in the middle, with you,” Mayle finished off the slightly modified version of the old Earth song.

And just as quickly as it had come on, Travs’ transformation ended. Fur vanished, bones returned to normal, flesh returned to its usual contours.

Her uniform did not un-shred itself.

“Excuse me,” Travs said, getting up from the deck, moving quickly to the equipment replicator and dialing up a fresh uniform.

On the screen, Mayle was actually fairly impressed at the slaver’s response to the sudden Howler onslaught. Just as Starfleet Intelligence had reported, they quickly abandoned their merchandise and ran straight for the getaway ship. Only this time they had a surprise in the form of a shaggy, snarling Howler. One slaver brought up his firearm, the bullet hitting Paulson in the shoulder. She barely seemed to feel it, leaping at the offending slaver in a flash and tearing out his throat. She was immediately back inside the ship, ducking to the side as one or two panicked shots managed to track towards her, but by then the slavers were screaming in horror.

Their screams didn’t last long. Alpha and Beta teams found them very quickly. Mayle focused his attention on other sensor readings while the slavers were ‘captured or killed’. Judging from the plummeting life sign count, few if any were actually being captured.

He turned his attention to the readings coming back on the captive slaves. One of the Alpha Team Howlers was carrying a disguised tricorder, set to relay readings back to the ship. Mayle could see the slaves were in good health, which didn’t especially surprise him. Quality merchandise commanded a higher price, after all. From the preliminary readings it looked like they could wait a day or two until SI diverted a Starfleet ship to pick them up. The Farkas could rescue them, but then they’d have to either come up with a good cover story for why they happened to be there at the exact same time as a crazy animal attack, or they’d have to do a round of memory wipes.

Both teams of Howlers seemed to be finished. Alpha Team ducked into the ship and, out of sight, changed back to humanoid form. They would bring the ship up to the Farkas shuttlebay, with the slaves assuming that one of their captors had escaped.

Beta Team ran a kilometer or so away from the compound and prepared for beam-out. Mayle was about to shut down his optical feed when he noticed two of the burly beasts nuzzling, their muzzles briefly touching in an unmistakable gesture of affection.

Mayle was about to roll his eyes at Paulson and Porkchop’s lack of discretion, but then he noticed the colours of the spandex barely showing beneath their fur. Paulson was definitely the pink one, but instead of Porkchop’s green, he saw orange. Syl’s orange.

“Shit” he muttered. As if fraternization weren’t enough, now they had to deal with infidelity.

“This is why dating your coworkers is a bad idea,” he muttered.

“Excuse me?” Bullion asked him sharply.

“Nothing!”



The following morning most of the Howlers were gathered around the captured slaver ship that had been parked in the Farkas’ shuttlebay. The ship had been brought up by Ensign Yurakar shortly after the attack on the slavers, and her eager comments on the ship had piqued everyone’s interest. They would have been down to check it out earlier, but Dr. Wolfman had been so excited by Paulson’s bullet wound that he’d brought both teams into Sickbay to check for ‘unnoticed injuries’.

“Right,” Paulson had sneered, “A Howler might not notice a small-calibre gunshot wound. But I’m telling you, as soon as you’re back to human-size, you DAMNED WELL NOTICE!”

“Why did we keep this ship?” Ensign Trimble asked. The slim male was looking down at a tricorder as he careful scanned the ship, “It makes it look like one of the slavers escaped. The victims won’t be happy about that,”

“I don’t know,” Travs replied, “But I guess Captain Harth decided it was worth keeping,”

“Actually,” a slightly nasal voice came from behind them, “it was Commander Belis whom realized the obvious value of having a discreet vessel on board,”

“I think you mean ‘who’,” Travs turned, her voice chilly. Sure enough, Lt Morreth had entered the shuttlebay along with the previously mentioned Commander Belis.

Commander Belis was the Farkas’ First Officer, and to most of the Howlers he was an obnoxious, overbearing, hateful man who took every opportunity to make their lives miserable. Only Mayle had any indication something else might be going on, having had a very strange conversation with Belis. He still wasn’t sure what the man was doing, or what his motivations were. But he had definitely learned that Belis was hiding as much from Captain Harth and his Starfleet Intelligence crew-mates as he was hiding from the Howlers.

But despite being disliked by the Howlers, it wasn’t Belis that everyone started glaring at. Almost simultaneously the Howlers turned dark looks towards Morreth, some of them even baring their teeth in a manner that would have been terrifying on a Howler or even a Klingon, but on a human was somewhat less than threatening. Morreth was still technically Travs’ second-in-command, but he spent as much time working on the bridge these days as he did training with the team. And even when he was present, the growing animosity was making his presence more of a disruption than anything. It didn’t help that it seemed as though he’d been excused from more than a few laboratory sessions lately.

“What do YOU want?” Vanheath demanded, unconsciously moving between Travs and Morreth. Travs immediately pushed him aside.

“Hold on a moment,” Belis said. He grabbed a PADD from his belt and fiddled with it, “Sorry, Dr. Wolfman will want footage of this fascinating behaviour,”

“There’s no need to be hostile,” Morreth sniffed, “I’m here to help with the assessment of this ship’s tactical systems,”

“You wouldn’t know proper tactical systems from a slingshot,” Trimble sneered.

“As you were, Ensign,” Morreth looked down his ridged nose at Trimble.

“He’s right, Ensign,” Vanheath said, “That’s no way to talk to a higher-ranking officer.” He slipped a hand to his Lieutenant pips, put a surprised expression on his face, then looked back at Morreth. “Oh. We’re the same rank. And you wouldn’t know proper tactical systems from a slingshot!”

“I’ve been expanding my skill-set while you’ve been…playing in the woods,” Morreth replied, with a thinly veiled glance toward Travs.

“Yes, he’s been quite helpful,” Belis said, “In fact, he will be joining us for a small dinner the Captain will be holding this evening,”

Morreth gave the rest of the Howlers a look that was positively smug.

“Oh, congratulations,” Travs said dryly.

“Carry on, Ensign,” Belis said to Morreth. The pale Klingon moved towards the ship and started poking around at an open access port.

“Ensign Mayle, you’re supposed to be our liaison,” Belis said reprovingly, “I suggest you liaise these Howlers into something resembling a professional attitude before young Lt Morreth gets hurt.”

“It’s fine,” Travs cut him off, “We were just leaving.”

None of the Howlers showed much inclination to leave.

“NOW.” Travs said firmly.

Reluctantly, they turned away from Morreth and the ship and started moving towards the exit.

“Enjoy your party,” Travs said.

“I’m sure we will,” Belis looked Mayle square in the eyes, “All the senior staff will be there,”

He looked down his nose at Travs.

“Well. Most of the senior staff,” he amended. He turned and walked to the ship.

Fury in her eyes, Travs stormed out of the shuttle-bay.

“Most of the senior staff!” she fumed. Mayle struggled to keep up as she stormed down the corridor, “The nerve of that asshole! If they don’t want me there, it’s fine! But there is no reason he has to make such a point of it! Absolute asshole-”

“We should talk…” Mayle tried to say, but Travs ignored him.

“Rude! Bastard!”

“Your hand!” Mayle snapped.

Travs looked down and saw that yes, she was starting to change again. She stopped in her tracks, nearly causing Mayle to crash into her. She took deep breaths, closed her eyes…and spontaneously turned into a fully grown Howler.

“hrriitttt!” she exclaimed.

Even with the Howler inability to articulate, Mayle was still able to translate that one.



It took a while for Travs to calm down enough for the sudden transformation to subside, which unfortunately led to an attentive crewman noticing that a Howler was walking around the ship in their somewhat furrier-than-usual form. Before they knew it, they were being ‘politely escorted’ to Sickbay.

“Not a word,” Travs said under her breath. There was a brief wave across her features as her skin darkened and fur threatened to burst through, but she made a visible effort to calm herself.

“Well, well,” Dr. Wolfman said cheerfully as Travs was seated on the bio-bed, “I was just reviewing the security footage-”

“Spy cams,” Travs said flatly.

“-and it seems you’re having some unexpected transformations?” Wolfman didn’t even seem to notice what she’d said, “That’s fascinating! I’m sure it’s simply hormonal imbalances related to the fetus, but why the virus would react to that…ohh, that is marvellous! Let me get my endocrine analyzer kit, and we’ll see what’s going on there!”

Nurse Carolyne Bayles gave them an apologetic look as she took Travs’ vitals. Mayle swallowed. He and Bayles had gone on a single date weeks earlier, but it had not ended well. He’d done his best to avoid her, but the sheer volume of trips to Sickbay imposed on the Howlers made that all but impossible.

“So,” Mayle tried making conversation as Bayles buttered around, “How is-”

“Not. A. Word.” Travs cut him off.

“Maybe I should just go…”

“No, you’re staying,” Travs gave Bayles a cool look, “I don’t want to be alone in this Chamber of Horrors without a witness to report just who it was that wound up killing me,”

“Hey!” Bayles started to object, but was cut off as Dr, Wolfman returned.

“OK,” he said, “There does seem to be a minor hormone imbalance. Probably stress. Have you been in any high-stress situations lately?”

Both Travs and Mayle just stared at him blankly.

“Right,” Wolfman at least had the good grace to look abashed at the absurdity of the question, “Force of habit. Hmmm. Well, I could give you something for the imbalance, but I have no idea what effect that will have on your ability to change.”

“An excellent opportunity to experiment,” a new voice broke into the discussion.

Travs and Mayle both blew out a frustrated breath. Just when it looked like they might actually catch Wolfman on a day when he might behave like a decent human being, of course somebody else had to rush in to make sure the scales didn’t balance. In this case, that someone was Science Officer Soruk.

“Thought you were off duty,” Nurse Bayles commented.

“I simply heard a Howler had been admitted to Sickbay,” Soruk lifted an eyebrow, “Logically, my presence would be beneficial to any potential scientific inquiries,”

“Ah yes, the benefits of illness, injury or disease,” Travs nearly spat.

“I believe even on your Earth, primitive human doctors learned that exposure to one disease could lead to immunity to another, more severe disease? The pox, if memory serves.”

“And a pox on both your houses!” Travs shot back.

Wolfman looked confused, but Soruk if anything appeared to be impressed.

“Romeo and Juliet, Act Three, Scene One,” Soruk said, “Though I believe the original was ‘plague’, not ‘pox’. In any event, I think an amniotic fluid analysis would be beneficial,” he turned to Nurse Bayles, “Please withdraw a sample and have it delivered to Science Lab 2 before the end of the duty shift,”

“Don’t forget the Cap…um…” Wolfman cut himself off with a glance at Travs, “We have that…thing. Prior engagement. No working late today,”

“I did not forget,” Soruk rebuked him, “I simply wish to have the sample prepared for analysis at the beginning of my shift tomorrow,”

“Apologies,” Wolfman nodded curtly, still refusing to meet Travs’ gaze, “Nurse, I think you are familiar with the procedure. If you’ll excuse me,”

Wolfman gave Mayle a knowing look, then the doctor was out of there like he had a warp drive shoved up his ass.

Soruk lifted an eyebrow, nodded at Travs, then left Sickbay.

Travs looked at Mayle for a moment, then turned to Bayles.

“Is this going to take long?” she asked.

“Is what going to take long?” Bayles asked.

“The amniotic sample!”

“Oh, that,” Bayles shrugged, then held up a piece of medical equipment, “I already took it. Once Soruk gets the chance to go over it, I’ll make sure you get a copy of any results,”

“Right, the way the science team is always so open with us?” Travs voice was brittle.

Bayles looked down for a minute.

“This is different,” she said quietly.

“I…sorry,” Travs said, “It’s not your fault.”

“Thanks,” Bayles seemed to recover her usual confidence, “Dinner tonight?” she asked Mayle.

“Huh?”

“I’ll take that as a yes. See you around 1900,”



“Something fishy is going on,” Travs said as she led Mayle back toward the Howler’s Den. As soon as the turbolift doors closed she turned to him. “Start talking!”

“How did I end up with another date with Bayles?” Mayle wondered, “I thought she hated me after the way the last one ended?”

“GREG!” Travs said, “Focus!”

The doors opened to reveal Syl and Paulson, frantically making out as they waited for the lift.

“Get a room!” Travs exclaimed, grabbing Mayle by the arm and moving towards her office.

“On our way!” Syl managed to get out before Paulson yanked him into the turbolift.

“Right,” Mayle shook his head, putting Bayles on the back burner, “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to bring this up, but I think we have a fraternization problem,”

“No kidding,” Travs said dryly as she led Mayle into her office, “And what was your first clue? You think in a group of people who are cut off, alienated and forced to spend most of their time together that this is the first time two of them have gotten it on?”

Mayle bit his lip and looked everywhere except at Travs.

“Other than Vanheath and I, for Pete sake!” Travs sighed, then pulled out one of the surveillance scrambler pucks, “Greg, forget them and tell me what’s going on!”

“Well, I don’t think it’s just a fraternization problem,” Mayle said, “I think there’s infidelity happening, and THAT could be a big morale prob-”

“FORGET PAULSON AND HER BOYFRIENDS!” Travs snapped, “Why are the senior staff going to so much trouble to make sure that YOU know that I’m not invited to their fancy party tonight!!??”

“Oh. Right,” Mayle frowned, “Boyfriends? You knew about this? How many boyfriends does she-”

“I caught Paulson and Porkchop going at it in a Jefferies tube this morning,” Paulson said impatiently, “And Vanheath caught all three of them in the Holodeck behind Grandma’s Cottage!”

“All three…they’re a thruple?” Mayle blinked.

“How did you NOT know that, Mr Liaison Officer?” Now Travs looked amused. Impatient, but amused, “Everyone on the team knows that! They’ve been together for a while! We just let them think we don’t know. But they know we probably know, and so on.”

“I never would have thought Syl was interested in Porkchop,” Mayle shrugged, “Or vice versa,”

“Yes, it’s fascinating, it’s cute, good for them, but can we PLEASE get back to the point at hand?”

Mayle mentally changed gears, “Right. OK. Sorry. I think Belis wants you to know that Wolfman is going to be busy tonight,”

“Obviously. So what?”

“So,” Mayle pointed at Travs’ belly. She was still far too early in the pregnancy to be showing, but she took his meaning immediately.

“So if I wanted to, say, move this fetus into a uterine incubator, then tonight would be the night,” Travs said slowly. She thought for a moment, “But why would Belis be so helpful?”

Mayle bit his lip. So far he hadn’t told anybody else about his strange meeting with Belis in the science lab, when the other officer had offered his help with the Howlers’ aural vulnerabilities. And he hadn’t told anyone else that the USS Farkas had had a sister ship, the USS Vilkas, that had apparently been lost in some sort of Howler-related catastrophe.

“Mayle?” Travs prompted.

Mayle glanced at the surveillance scrambling puck, then made a decision.

“I don’t think Belis is our enemy,” he said.

Travs couldn’t have looked more skeptical if the Founders of the Dominion had come in and offered to let her do a cannon-ball into the Great Link.

“I don’t know why,” Mayle went on, “Or who he works for. But I’m pretty sure it’s NOT Captain Harth,”

Travs thought back to when she’d tracked Belis to a clandestine meeting on Starbase 59. “He wants us in a lab,” she said, “Badly.”

“We’re already IN a lab,” Mayle pointed out, “They watch us, study us, poke, prod and subject us to all manner of experiments. What the hell does he gain by getting us off this ship and putting us in a different lab, hidden away on some planet?”

“Our safety,” Travs said softly. Pieces in her mind broke free, spun around, then clicked into new shapes, “He’s not trying to imprison us, we’re already prisoners. He’s trying to…protect us?”

“We’re being used,” Mayle said, “How long can they keep using the Howlers like this? Mission after mission, extrajudicial killings, the isolation…even without the science crap, you guys are on borrowed time until someone cracks!”

Travs was quiet for a moment.

“What?” Mayle asked, “What aren’t you telling me?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” she said, “OK, look. Whether Belis is on our side or not, we know the senior staff is going to be busy. I think Nurse Bayles was trying to tell us that she’s willing to help with the…the fetus. And we know that Soruk is going to be gone, so maybe we hit Science Lab 2 while we’re at it.”

“Wait, you mean Bayles wasn’t actually asking me on a date?”

“Maybe she was doing that too,” Travs said, “But why at that exact moment?”

“Oh,” Mayle looked down.

“Come on, we have bigger things to worry about than your love life!” Travs said, tossing the puck in a drawer and moving to the door.

“Like what?”

“We’re going to have to move fast tonight,” she said, “And we’re going to need a distraction.”

“Why? We know the senior staff is going to be busy,” Mayle asked.

“It’s not for the transfer,” Travs said, “It’s for what comes before,”



Mayle stepped into the main mess hall on Deck 2 a few minutes before 1900 and immediately spotted Nurse Bayles. He approached her table, but she was on her feet before he could sit down, taking him by the elbow and leading him to one of the replicators mounted on the far bulkhead.

“I’m starving, and I don’t want to deal with the holo-waiter!” she said. Was it Mayle’s imagination, or was she speaking louder than normal? “There’s a new recipe for stir-fry that I’ve been wanting to try.” She gave a small giggle, “Heh. That rhymed.”

When Mayle didn’t respond, she nudged him with her shoulder.

“Oh!” he said, understanding she wanted him to say something, but having absolutely no understanding of what or why, “Um…sounds good, but too many noodles. But there’s a Romulan tar-tare dish that Syl keeps raving about. I guess I will try that?” He cleared his throat, hating how stilted and artificial that had sounded.

They place their orders, waited while the replicators shimmered into action and produced the desired meals, then moved to a table near the center of the small room. Mayle’s eyes flickered around at the other officers and crewmen present, but unlike when he had first arrived on the ship no one was paying him much attention. Crewman Fraks was glaring at him from a corner table, but that wasn’t anything new. The Xenexian had always hated him.

“So,” Mayle took a bite of whatever the hell it was that was on his plate…definitely a pile of thinly-sliced and spiced raw meat, but beyond that he had no idea, “How was, um, the rest of your shift?”

“Fine,” Bayles said, looking nervously around the room. She took a few bites of her stir-fry, then looked towards the door.

“Think the Howlers are going the crash our date again?” Mayle asked. Good lord, was it him? How had his dating life turned into such a disaster since he’d come aboard the Farkas? OK, fine. He’d never been Studsly McSuave, but he was usually fully capable of going on a normal date with an attractive woman. Or a man, on one occasion in his late teens. Hey, he’d been curious. Turned out his heart only beat for the female sex. But anyway, surely Carolyn wasn’t nervous because of their date, right? This had to do with Travs’ situation. Had to be. He took another bite of his Romulan tar-tare. Despite the name, he was sure it wasn’t actually Romulan flesh but the meat of some Romulan animal.

On the other hand, he wasn’t much more confident in that assessment than in his assessment of Bayles and their ‘date’.

“No, of course not,” Bayles finally said, giving him an uncomfortable sort of grin, “It’s just-”

The doors to the mess hall hissed open and Ensign Becky Ianda strode in quickly. She looked around, spotted Mayle and Bayles and gave them a wave. Mayle couldn’t help but notice that Bayles looked relieved.

“It’s just been a long day,” she finished.

“Hmm. Not every day you get to examine a werewolf fetus, I suppose?” Mayle had meant that line to sound like he was joking. He really had. But it landed between them with a thump that he swore rattled the cutlery. Bayles looked down at her plate, her expression unreadable.

He was about to open his mouth to say something else when Ianda set her tray down on their table and pulled up a chair.

“Good, I’m glad I found you two,” she said, digging into a strange, blue pasta dish and speaking between bites, “Mayle, your guys damaged that secure crate when they brought it back to Cargo Bay Two. You and I have to go over it and file an incident report before I can get someone to fix it.”

“I’m sort of busy,” he gestured to Nurse Bayles. Then he jumped a little in his chair…whose hand was suddenly on his thigh??

“It’s fine,” Bayles said, looking him right in the eye, “I was actually hoping I’d run into Becky. Did you know she and I both did competitive ski slalom at the Academy?”

“You’d be surprised,” Ianda said, still shovelling pasta into her mouth, “how many ski resorts are within a shuttle ride of San Francisco,”

“OK?” Now Mayle was getting very confused. What the heck did Ianda have to do with anything? Or focusing on the mission at hand, what did Ianda have to do with getting a fetus out of its mother and into an incubation unit?

“Oh, do you remember that assistant coach?” Bayles asked with a grin, the tense atmosphere of a moment ago having vanished, “The one from Delta IV?”

“Remember him?” Ianda snorted, “The entire team was lusting for him the entire season. Head Coach made him start wearing an environmental suit to keep those Deltan pheromones in check!”

“I played…water polo. For intramurals,” Mayle muttered timidly, “No Deltans were involved. But we did play a mostly female Klingon team during the Exchange Week with the Klingon Imperial Academy.”

“Oh yeah?” to Mayle’s mild surprise both women directly their full attention his way, “I bet the after-party was…intense?”

“Well,” Mayle swallowed another mouthful, “None of us knew to read poetry. But they sure threw stuff. Half our team was in the infirmary the next day. For one reason or another,”

“Travs to Ianda,” Ianda’s comm-badge chirped, “I’m at the cargo bay. You aren’t. I thought you said this was urgent,”

“Just came up to get Mayle,” Ianda said, finishing off her pasta, “And some supper. We’ll be down in a minute.” She looked at Mayle and Bayles, “Sorry to interrupt your date, but duty calls.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it, I’ll just come with,” Bayles said cheerfully. “C’mon, Greg. Let’s get this done. Then maybe we can check up on your cat? You mentioned problems with his stasis tube.”

“Uhhh…sure?” Was it Mayle’s imagination, or was Carolyne talking loudly again? Almost like she was…

She was performing before an audience.

Mayle suddenly stiffened. There was a plan unfolding in front of him, but why? And what part was he supposed to play? What was he supposed to say? Do? Maybe following the two women as they rose from the table and started for the exit would be a good start.

Mayle quickly rose to follow them, ignoring the occasional cat-call about ‘how well his date was going’ on the way out.



Between passing crew-members in the corridors, security cameras in the turbolifts and a healthy dose of paranoia, they were almost at Cargo Bay Two by the time Mayle was able to whisper discreetly in Bayles’ ear.

“What’s the plan?” he asked.

“No idea,” Bayles replied, “We’re sort of winging it,”

“WINGING IT?” Mayle squeaked, “But you planned for Becky to be here, right?”

“No, I think that was Travs’ idea,” Bayles replied.

“Ohhhh…shit. Shit-shit-shit-shit-shit…” Mayles muttered. He shut up as they approached the heavy double doors leading into the cargo bay. They opened, revealing a very annoyed looking Travs standing next to the crate that was supposed to dispense tiny, sensor-jamming nano-bots when authorized. It had clearly been dropped on one corner, as said corner was thoroughly busted. There was no sign of leakage or anything, but as he approached Travs his comm-badge made a decidedly unhappy sound.

“That’s not going to explode, is it??” he demanded.

“No,” Travs said, crossing her arms sternly across her chest, “The shielding is damaged, so the bots are causing some localized interference. But the containment and dispensing systems are fine. It won’t explode unless someone tampers with them,”

“Great,” Ianda said, in a tone indicated the current situation was anything but great, “Don’t mind the crewmen working here. Don’t mind the men and women with, oh, families and lives to live. Let’s just play with explosives!”

Mayle looked over at Ianda. Something in her voice…and her expression. He looked to Travs, but she was meeting Ianda’s gaze perfectly.

“Then let’s do the report, log it, and store this safely where it won’t be a danger to anyway.” she said. She turned to Bayles, “Nurse, keep your distance. This should be fine, but just in case.”

“Of course, Lt Commander,” Bayles said. She walked back towards the entrance to the cargo bay and opened up the panel containing the emergency med-kit. “Just in case.”

Mayles’ comm-badge made another unhappy sound. “Is it safe to talk?” he asked, very quietly.

“Quietly,” Travs said, pretending to inspect the damaged crate, “I doubt the audio pickups in the cargo bay are affected, but our comm-badges won’t work,”

“Actually, the security system in this cargo bay is down for maintenance tonight,” Ianda said, “But it’s OK, because the Captain authorized comm-badge monitoring inside this bay until it’s back online. And those are dead now. Of course, no one is supposed to know that,”

“How did you even get involved in this?” Travs demanded. Still quietly.

“More of us are involved than you think,” Ianda said, “You think you two are the first people to think this whole thing is a bad idea?”

“How do we know who to trust?” Mayles asked.

“That’s a good question,” Ianda replied. She did not, Mayle and Travs both noticed, answer it.

“So now what?” Mayles asked, “We’ve done a lovely job of getting Travs and I to the cargo bay, but I don’t see how that helps us!”

“Heath’s surveillance goons keep a very close eye on Sickbay,” Ianda explained, “We can’t just walk you in there! We need an excuse to get you there, but something that won’t bring the senior staff running. Once you’re in there, we can use one of those jammer pucks that were ‘accidentally’ dropped to blip the Sickbay monitors off for the few minutes we need without it looking suspicious.”

“So it wasn’t really an anti-grav failure that broke open that storage unit,” Mayle realized, “And this is the distraction you mentioned,” he said to Travs.

“Now I need to be injured,” Travs replied.

“Or irradiated,” Ianda said, “Ensign Sebbit is working with a radiation-based sensor jammer in Science Lab 2, just down the corridor. That’s the backup plan,”

“Sebbit’s involved?!?”

“But I don’t think radiation is the way to go,” Ianda finished.

“No kidding. So how do we get Bayles and I to Sickbay?” Travs demanded.

“Don’t forget you have to buy enough time to move the fetus?” Mayles said.

The three of them looked at each other.

“Well, we haven’t completely figured that part out yet,” Ianda admitted, “But this crate does have anti-tamper explosives,”

“We’re not blowing me up just to get me to Sickbay!” Travs snapped. Quietly. It wound up coming out as more of a hiss, actually.

Something tugged at the edge of Mayle’s mind. Something…something was supposed to be happening? Or not supposed to be happening? He let the thought go as another occured to him. He examined the damaged corner of the crate, then bent his knees and tried to life.

“This thing is HEAVY,” he said, “Travs, can you go Howler and help me lift this?”

“Why not use an antigrav?” Ianda asked.

“Because if I use an antigrav, I can’t drop it on her foot!” Mayle explained.

“Just a moment”, Travs closed her eyes and concentrated.

Nothing happened.

“Travs?” Mayle looked to her.

“Bayles?” Travs called to Bayles, “Get over here!”

“First I have to leave, then I have to stay,” Bayles was trying to sound good-natured, but she was clearly very worried, “What’s-”

“I can’t change,” Travs said, “What did you give me? Before I went to Sickbay, I couldn’t STOP from changing!”

Mayle’s eyes widened in realization. That’s what was missing! He’d been expecting Travs to go furry when she started getting anxious, but she hadn’t.

“We have to move. Now,” Bayles said. “Sickbay.”

“You don’t sound surprised,” Travs accused her, not bothering to keep her voice down now, “What did you DO?”

“Nothing!” Bayles hissed while Ianda tried to shush them, “Look, I’ll explain in Sickbay, but we need to fake an injury to get you there!”

“I’m not getting blown up,” Travs said again.

Mayle was suddenly seized with another idea. He made another show of lifting at the damaged corner of the crate, as if to right it. Then he let out a (he hoped) convincing cry of pain and fell to his side, clutching his back.

“AHHHHH!!!!” he wailed, “I think I slipped a disk!”

“Oh for,” Travs started to roll her eyes, but Bayles immediately had her medical tricorder aimed at him.

“Travs, take his right side, Ianda, take the left, let’s get this clutz to Sickbay,” she said, back to using her extra-loud, let’s-be-sure-the-audience-hears-us voice.

Then, under her breath, “Good idea. But you need to play it up. Wince with every left step.”

“Limp,” Travs muttered.

“Keep your lower spine steady,” Ianda added, “No, not like that, like it hurts to move it!’

“Why-”

“I’m a Cargo-master, I’ve seen more idiots hurt their backs trying to lift things than you can imagine!” Ianda whispered.

Supported by two of the women and trying to follow the stream of muttered acting instructions from all three, Mayle limped towards Sickbay.



They stepped out of the turbolift, just down the corridor from Sickbay.

“OK,” Bayles muttered, “This has to look innocent, so don’t turn on the jammer until Mayle is on the bio-bed!”

They entered Sickbay, which was empty. On a ship as small as the Farkas, night staff were generally only necessary when patients were in for observation. They positioned the still moaning Mayle on the main bio-bed, then Ianda reached into one pocket and gave a quiet countdown.

“Three…two…one…GO!”

Mayles immediately jumped off the bio-bed, with Travs jumping on to replace him. Bayles rushed for a storage unit, popped it open and pulled out a small stasis unit.

“I’m not a doctor, but that just looks like a normal stasis unit,” Travs said, looking worried.

“Lieutenant Commander, I’m sorry, but whatever it is you’re carrying, it’s NOT a fetus!”

Travs was stunned. “What!?”

“It’s a…I don’t know, I just know it’s some sort of bio-engineered cellular mass,” Bayles hissed, “I only found out because Wolfman forgot to switch out the real scans for fake fetal scans in the nurses’ docket a few weeks ago,” Bayles said, trying to look conversational, “I tried to confront him, but he wouldn’t tell me anything. But he didn’t report me either. Then today he was so super-helpful about telling us the senior staff would be out of the picture tonight…look, we need to get this out of you!”

“I’m…not pregnant?” Travs was still stunned, “Was I…was I ever?”

“Probably not,” Bayles was prepping the stasis unit as she spoke, “I’m no doctor, but none of your readings were right for pregnancy. Wolfman just kept telling me it was due to ‘Howler factors impacting hormone levels’, but after I saw that scan…look, I don’t know why, but Wolfman was using you to grow something!”

“Why not use a lab?” Mayle asked.

“I don’t know, and we don’t have time for this now!” Bayles finished with the stasis unit, “Look, I can’t use the fetal transporter, it would leave a record. I’m going to have to make an incision!”

“Wolfman to Travs,”

The three conspirators exchanged a panicked look. Bayles fired up the bio-bed and activated the surgical frame, gesturing at Travs.

“Uh…Travs here?” she replied. Nothing happened. She tried to tap her comm-badge, but the surgical frame had immobilized her arms.

Mayle reached over and tapped the badge, barely visible above the frame.

“Thanks. Travs here,” she said.

“Lt Commander, I wanted to check in with you and your…situation,” Wolfman said pleasantly, “Have there been any more unexpected changes,”

“No, doctor, I’ve been fine,” Travs answered, hoping the comm-link wasn’t carrying the sound of Bayles slicing into her abdomen, “Mayle threw his back out, so I’m a bit preoccupied-”

Mayle quickly started gesturing ‘no’, but the damage was already done.

“Oh, how unfortunate,” Wolfman said, “I’ll meet you in Sickbay to take a look,”

“We’re already here!” Mayle called into the comm-badge, “It’s fine, Nurse Bayles is taking care of me,”

“Ah, good. I’ll just drop by to check her handiwork. Let me just finish my drink…I will be there in ten minutes. Wolfman out.”

“Shit!” Ianda squeaked, “Hurry!”

“I’m hurrying!” Bayles said. There was a wet, sucking sort of sound, then a plop. Looking over, Mayle could see that she’d just put a red, fleshy blob of flesh about the size of a ping-pong ball into a gel-filled packet. She closed the packet, then placed it in the stasis tube and hit the power control.

“I have to close up,” she said, tossing the small stasis unit to Mayle, grabbing a protoplaster and turning to the hole in Travs’ side, “Find somewhere to hide that!”

“WHERE AM I SUPPOSED TO HIDE A TUMOUR!” Mayles squeaked.

“I doesn’t matter! It just has to be in a stasis unit, and someplace no one will look for it!”

Mayle looked frantically around Sickbay, his gaze finally falling on another stasis unit, sitting on an out-of-the-way work surface.

“Any stasis unit?”



Dr. Wolfman walked into Sickbay, a pleasant expression on his face and the scent of strong ale on his breath. Mayle was on the main bio-bed, the surgical unit in the process of opening, the two halves sliding neatly around to their stored positions. One of the ensigns from one of the cargo bays was standing with a padd in hand and an annoyed expression on her face, while Lt Commander Travs was standing over Mayle, berating him.

“-told you a hundred times, lift with your knees, not with your back!” she finished, then turned to Wolfman, “Ah. Doctor. Finished with your lovely social evening already?”

“No, I’ll be heading back once I check up on the good Ensign here,” he pulled out a medical tricorder and made a show of running it over Mayle, though Bayles could see it wasn’t even turned on, “Very good, Nurse, you may go,”

With that, he turned to Travs. “I meant to tell you earlier, let’s have a follow-up in, oh, a week? Sooner if you have any more unexpected transformations,”

“Sure,” Travs said flatly.

“Excellent. Until then,” Wolfman turned, then left.

Mayles, Bayles, Travs and Ianda were quiet for a moment.

“Let’s get out of here,” Travs finally said.

They left.



The next day, Mayle was having lunch with Travs, Vanheath and Nacht in the Howler’s Den when Paulson, Syl and Porkchop walked in together, looking cheerful. Paulson was laughing at something Syl had just said, and as he watched Porkchop placed a hand on Syl’s back to guide him towards the replicator. If he hadn’t known the three of them were together, he would have written it off as a Howler social quirk…the ‘doggy cuddles’. But knowing what he did, yup, he could see that there was more than just platonic friendship there.

“Not pregnant,” Vanheath sighed for the tenth time. Travs and Mayle had just brought the two team leaders up to date on what had happened.

“You need to stop saying that,” Travs said, “At least for a couple of days…I think I know how Wolfman is going to play this with the senior staff.”

“I can’t believe Wolfman is one of the good guys,” Nacht said.

“That’s still up for debate,” Mayle said, “But yeah. Apparently. And there are more than just him,”

“Members of the Farkas crew are actually…on our side?” Vanheath shook his head, “I don’t know what’s harder to believe…that Wolfman is, or that there might be more,”

“There’s more,” Mayle said slowly, “But I…I don’t think this is the time or the place.”

Travs looked him right in the eye. He held her gaze for a few moments, hoping she’d get the hint. He needed to tell them about the Vilkas at some point, and about what had happened to that ship. Some things he knew, some things he only suspected. But now was not the time.

“Right,” Travs finally said. She started reaching for the surveillance scrambler in her pocket, “If that’s all…”

“Wait,” Nacht asked, “You never told us…what did you do with the, the thing? The tumour?”

Travs and Mayle exchanged a glance.

“It’s somewhere safe,” Mayle replied. He wasn’t going to give any more than that, not until they had a better idea of what that thing was, and why Wolfman had gone to such pains to create it.

In the meantime, hopefully nobody thought to open Felix the cat’s stasis tube.





One week later…

“Not pregnant,” Captain Harth said flatly. He did not look impressed.

“Well, not anymore,” Dr. Wolfman said, using what he hoped was the right combination of disappointment, regret and nervousness, “The fetus appears to have be resorbed. Not an uncommon occurrence, but very unfortunate in this case.”

“And there’s nothing that can be done at this pont?”

“Well, we could always collect semen from Lt Vanheath and attempt to impregnate her again, but that would be an ordinary human pregnancy,”

“Surely,” Commander Belis said coldly, “we haven’t reached the point where we would impregnate our people against their will.”

“No, of course not,” Harth sighed, “It’s just so unfortunate that we lost that opportunity. Very well, keep me apprised of her condition. Now, how have we progressed on rounding up those surveillance scramblers, Lt Morreth?”

Morreth swallowed. “We have accounted for all except eight,” he said in his nasal, not-very-Klingon voice, “We also found a vole nest on Deck Six. It’s likely some of the voles…swallowed a few,”

“That would certainly explain the sporadic outages we’ve been having,” Belis said, “But on an SI ship with a sensitive mission, we can’t afford ANY outages!” His voice had risen through the sentence until he was nearly yelling at Morreth.

“We’re tracking the voles,” Morreth squeaked, “Three are near the Howler’s Den, two more keep running around the Jefferies tubes on Deck Five.”

“See to it,” Harth said. “Now then, let’s begin discussing our next mission: There is a Nausican in the Alyxian Sector selling harvested organs…”
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Howlidays of Yesteryear


USS Farkas - Today

Ensign Greg Mayle came to a sudden stop as he walked into the mission briefing room attached to the Howler’s Den complex on Deck 7. It was time for yet another mission briefing, but for some reason the rows of seats had been reconfigured into a circle. The thing that had really caught him by surprise though was that the terraced, auditorium-style floor was now level, rendering the place…just an ordinary room.

“I didn’t know the floor could do that,” he muttered.

“This ship can fly hundreds of times the speed of light, land on a planetary surface, evade the sensors of most space-faring civilizations, and it’s the moving floor that impresses you?” Lieutenant Commander Travs asked dryly. She gave him a gentle nudge, reminding him that he was holding up the flow of traffic. He quickly moved towards a seat.

Travs and Mayle had become close in recent weeks, far closer than he’d ever been with any of his other superiors. Starfleet might try hard to put the ‘para’ in ‘para-military’, but it still had a rank structure and a chain of command. And Ensigns did not socialize or bond with Lieutenant Commanders, outside of some very awkward attempts at team-building or get-to-know-you sessions in the holodeck. But the Howlers were not like other officers and crewmen. The ability to transform at will into a werewolf-like creature was difference enough. But because of that ability, the Howlers had the dubious distinction of being what Mayle really hoped was the Federation’s only extra-judicial kill-or-capture squad.

He’d really like to hear just what interpretation of Starfleet regulations and Federation law managed to justify that.

Mayle suppressed a sigh. His nightmares continued to plague him on a regular basis, and with them had grown a deep feeling of…emptiness? Absence? This building sense that something was just missing. Right. Well there really wasn’t any mystery there, was there? He’d been trapped on the USS Farkas for months now, unable to communicate with friends, cut off from his family, and although relations with the rest of the crew had thawed, he still found himself being gently corralled back to the Howler’s Den area of the ship on a regular basis.

Mayle’s musings were interrupted as Counselor Tomillo strode into the room, pushing a cart upon which was a human coffee service, Vulcan tea service and Andorian water, chunks and all. And snacks.

“Good morning everyone,” Tomillo said cheerfully, “Sorry I’m late. I realized at the last minute that the usual morning pastries probably wouldn’t cut it with a group of obligate carnivores. Best I could come up with is charcouterie and cold cuts. Hopefully that’s OK?”

“Uh, boss?” Lt Vanheath sounded skeptical, but his nose was already sniffing in the direction of the cart and he seemed poised to jump out of his seat, “I thought we had a briefing?”

“The mission was scrubbed,” Travs said, fixing herself a cup of tea before Tomillo had even finished positioning the cart in one corner of the room, “An away team from the USS Olonzac managed to apprehend the target.”

“I thought the target was a convicted cannibal?” Paulson asked, “Escaped from two penal colonies? Ate his roommate’s leg? High risk to re-offend?”

“As if this group can talk,” Tomillo muttered very quietly, looking towards Ensign Porkchop.

“He is,” Travs said, ignoring her, “But for some reason he called Starfleet and turned himself in. So he’s back in the hands of the Federation justice system.”

The Howlers looked uneasy.

“You don’t ask yourself, maybe he heard a rumour that criminals like himself are often these days having…accidents?” Ensign Sly asked, stumbling a bit in his thick, Quebecois accent.

“Maybe,” Travs shrugged, “But I suppose it saved us some work? And certainly some carnage,”

“Anyway,” Tomillo said cheerfully, “Since we have this extra time, I thought it might be a good idea for us to sit down and have a nice chat,”

“You usually only talk to Mayle,” Porkchop said bluntly.

“And then he tells me you’re going to put me in diapers,” Crewman Vorns said.

“Or that I’ve indicant…ent…de-cant…” Syl paused, then carefully said, “In-de-cent-ly expos-sed myself,”

“Yes, well,” Tomillo took a sip of coffee, “This time we’re trying something different. So make yourselves-”

“Oh no,” Mayle bit his lip.

“-comfortable,”

In less time than anyone could have thought possible, Syl was butt-naked. Vanheath flew towards the snack table, audibly sniffing like a madman. Vorns went full-on Howler, causing Tomillo to jerk back with a loud squeak. Without even looking at her, he spun around three times then curled up comfortably on the deck, folding one paw over the other then resting his chin on them. Paulson and Porkchop moved their chairs just a bit closer together, Porkchop tossing a towel over Syl’s lap as he joined them.

“You said ‘comfortable’,” Travs shrugged giving Tomillo a fairly insincere grin and reaching down on one side to scratch Vorns between the ears.

Tomillo looked thoughtful. It wasn’t a look Mayle had associated with her when they’d first met. Initially, the counsellor had been far more interested in treating the Howlers as a pack of raving deviants, insisting that Mayle reign in any behaviour that could be considered the slightest bit unusual. She certainly hadn’t been interested in group counselling, and she definitely wouldn’t have tolerated the current situation. But she seemed surprisingly calm as she took another sip of coffee.

“Does anyone know the stardate?” she asked, “New day, new dawn, time to rise and shine!”

Mayle blinked. Stardate? Huh. Were they up to the 6000s yet? Probably not. Even the Farkas crew wouldn’t have been able to hide that party. And he was reasonably sure it was still a ways off. But time had had a tendency to get away from him since he had awakened aboard the Farkas.

Vanheath knew the stardate. He was also reasonably sure that the reason Tomillo was asking was because First Contact Day, an Earth holiday celebrating the first landing of the Vulcans on Earth and humanity’s first encounter with an alien race, was only a few days away. But he himself wasn’t particular interested in First Contact Day. Even before the accident that had exposed him to the Howler virus, he hadn’t celebrated it. He’d grown up on a colony, and the biggest party of the year was always the anniversary of the landing of the first colonists.

No, to Vanheath, the stardate meant that today was his little sister’s birthday…





Mantamar IV Colony - Two Years Ago

“Jacob, what do you mean you’re leaving? It’s Jen’s birthday, and if you leave now she’s just going to be heart-broken,” Vanheath’s mother was standing in the middle of the entry hall to their house, hands on hips, “You just can’t!”

“Mom,” Vanheath sighed, “It’s not my idea. I either take the transport back to Starbase 14 today, or I have to take the next transport and try to catch the Winnipeg at Starbase 20. And if I do that, I won’t have enough leave time to come back for Christmas!”

“But it’s just one more day!”

“Well it’s one day that means an extra week of travel!”

“Surely the ship isn’t just going to leave without you,” his mother gave a sort of derisive laugh.

Vanheath, frustrated, put his hands on his own hips, “They absolutely will. Mom, this isn’t me cruising around the lake with Jeff and Sergei, this is a Galaxy-class starship with a mission!”

“Then you can go on the next mission,” his mother snapped right back, matching his increasingly angry tone, “Your sister is turning twenty, how often does that happen?”

“She’s old enough to understand what obligations are!” Vanheath snapped in turn, “Mom, I signed on the damned line, I have a responsibility to get back to the damned ship, and I am going on the damned mission to Cardassia Prime!”

“Fine!” his mother snapped back, “But if you’re not back for Christmas, then God help you!”

Vanheath sighed, dropping his arms, “I’ll do my best, mom. We should be back in Federation space by October.”

He stepped closer and gave her a hug.

“I’ll swing by Jen’s place on my way to the spaceport,” he promised.



He had stopped by his sister’s place. He had explained that he was going to miss her big twentieth birthday, he gave her the wrapped birthday gift he’d found for her on Rigel IV, he’d promised to do his best to be back for Christmas. And despite his mother’s dire predictions, Jen had been absolutely fine with it. Oh, she’d been disappointed, and she was worried as hell about his trip through what was left of the Cardassian Union after the Dominion War. But she’d understood. They’d said their goodbyes, he’d gone to the transport, made it back to Starbase 14 in time to meet the USS Winnipeg, and gone with the ship to Cardassia Prime. They’d done a tour of the core Cardassian colony worlds, part of the relief efforts following the devastation the Cardassians suffered during the war.

And at some point during an away mission to the colony of Panora, he’d been infected with the Howler Virus.

He didn’t know how or when it had happened. Not like Mayle, who’d nearly been turned into hamburger by whatever infected him. It could have been carried by an insect, or the result of pricking himself on one of those accursed thorn bushes the Cardassians were so fond of. But however it had happened, he’d set off a minor bio-filter alert on the ship when he’d returned. The virus itself might have been filtered out, and the doctors had quickly determined he was no longer contagious. But his cells had been altered.

All without most of the crew realizing anything was amiss. The Chief Medical Officer hadn’t seemed surprise at all, despite him suddenly contracting an alien virus. And within days of his ‘incident’, he was declared MIA.

An officer he didn’t know had just appeared in the sickbay isolation lab one evening, wearing a strange, black Federation uniform he didn’t recognize. He hadn’t identified himself, other than vague references to Starfleet Intelligence (though he didn’t actually claim to belong to that organization), but Vanheath had been fascinated to hear that the virus he’d been infected with had been encountered before. And that it made him very, very valuable to certain groups. If he had the stomach to do what needed to be done, ‘for the good of the Federation’, and could manage to disappear for a couple years.

Vanheath had agreed. And a few days later he was aboard the USS Farkas, learning how to turn into a feral, wolf-like creature capable of turning the enemies of the Federation into dog meat.





USS Farkas - Today

Was it really two years ago, Vanheath wondered? Two years into a commitment of ‘a couple years’. Two years with no contact with his family, two years of them no doubt wondering what had become of him. His mother was probably beside herself with grief.

But he didn’t want to think about that. He really didn’t want to think about that. Unconsciously, he sidled up a bit closer to Travs. Without even seeming to notice, she set down her tea cup and started working her fingers at the nape of Vanheath’s neck. He took a deep breath, relaxing a bit.

But that last discussion with his mother still nagged at him. Even though he hadn’t thought about it in years.



“Anyone? Today’s stardate?” Tomillo was asking again.

“It is the anniversary of the day mighty Kahless slew the dishonourable Baron Koghfit,” Lt Morreth said with a bit of a sneer, “The p’tak had no honour,”

“You sort of said that already. When you said he was ‘dishonourable’,” Ensign Nacht said. Morreth glowered at him.

“Was that with the Sword of Kahless, or had it already been lost?” Crewman Johnson asked, leaning in with interest. Anything to do with blades, spears or other sharp and pointy objects tended to grab his attention.

“With the Sword, obviously,’ Morreth said,”It was Kahless’ sword!”

“So is this a significant Klingon holiday?” Tomillo asked, turning to Morreth and putting on her ‘interested counsellor’ expression, “Did you celebrate it with your family?”

“Before or after they disowned him?” Nacht muttered, giving Vanheath a nudge with his elbow. Vanheath, lost in thought and neck massage, didn’t reply. But Morreth jumped to his feet and took a step towards Nacht.

“You have a problem with me, human, then say it!”

“You mean with you kissing ass with the senior staff, treating us like garbage, and being worried about your fucking career when we’re all been transformed into raging, murderous mutants!!??” Nacht’s voice had risen from ‘moderately annoyed’ to ‘totally furious’.

“Mutants? We have become glorious!”

“Let’s all take this down a notch!” Tomillo interrupted, putting her coffee down on her side table, “But this certainly seems to be a subject worth discussing. Morreth, Sean, I don’t believe you used to have this hostility in the past. Is it something you’d like to discuss?”

“No!” Morreth and Nacht said together…





Gygax Station - One Year Ago

“That’s a strength-saving roll,” the Dungeon Master said, leaning forward over the broad holo-table to survey the scene in front of him, “as you grapple with the skeleton for control of the sword,”

“That is with advantage, right?” Morreth demanded, “The skeleton has no muscles,”

The DM gave an exasperated sigh.

“That’s not how it works, ‘Krogorr’,” he said. Next to him, one of the other players picked up an electronic pen and added a tick to a floating holographic list labelled ‘Krogorr Doesn’t Get It’, “You only get advantage in specific circumstances, not just because it’s a skeleton!”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Morreth, aka Krogorr the Barbarian (with a couple of levels of Paladin thrown in), grumbled as he tapped the command to roll the holographic die.

“And that’s a botch!” the DM laughed, referring to a roll result of the lowest possible value, “The skeleton overpowers you and your sword falls to the ground!”

“The skeleton doesn’t just take the sword for itself?” one of the other players, a Bard, asked.

“Well, that would leave Krogorr without a weapon, and I don’t really want to go that far, yet,” the DM said thoughtfully, “I think it’s fair to say he loses his attack roll next turn, but he can pick it back up then. Now we need a consequence for this botch…hmm. What would fit the narrative?”

“Maybe the skeleton gets an attack of opportunity while Krogorr is picking up his sword?” Nacht, AKA Svenson the Rogue, suggested. He was sitting next to Morreth at the holo-table, and like Morreth he was dressed in real-world cloths to match his character. Unlike Morreth, Nacht was easily able to look the part of a rogue: He was slim, appeared dexterous, and his compact, wiry build made it easy to believe that he could sneak around and jab a dagger into your back. Morreth, on the other hand, did not look like a barbarian. His armour was the correct size, at least. But it did show a bit too much skin for him to be taken seriously, especially as the skin it revealed was pasty, pale, and…well…scrawny. Morreth really wasn’t one for the gym, or for heavy physical exertion beyond what was required to keep up with the rest of the security team aboard the USS Toulouse. It didn’t help that as a Klingon, a race most Federation citizens never met face-to-face, the stereotype most Federation citizens had of him was as a strong, proud, bigger-than-life warrior.

Yeah, he didn’t fit the stereotype.

“I like that,” the DM nodded, tapping at his panel, “OK, so attack of opportunity for the skeleton…and…nineteen. Does that hit your armour class?”

“Yes,” Morreth said through clenched teeth, turning to glare at Nacht.

“Twelve damage,” the DM said, “What does that leave you with?”

“I have four hit points remaining,”

“Don’t worry,” Nacht muttered, “I think I can take out the skeleton on my next turn, then the healer can probably buff you up before the boss fight,”

Morreth grunted.



Nacht didn’t take out the skeleton on his next turn, but the fighter of the group, an Andorian named Xixixis, did manage to defeat the muscle-less monster. And T’Mara, the healer of the group (played by a Vulcan also named T’Mara), did in fact attempt to heal Morreth’s character. Unfortunately, the dice were not in the mood to cooperate, Krogorr only received five more hit points, and he was killed fairly brutally early in the boss encounter. Despite his best efforts, Morreth failed all three of his death saves, Krogorr died, and the rest of the party found themselves unable to defeat the boss without their ‘tank’ there to deal damage.

“That was educational,” T’Mara nodded to the group as she turned immediately to leave.

“Yes,” Xixixis bared his teeth, “I learned even Klingons can be impotent in battle,”

“Better luck next time,” the human who had been playing the bard said as he shook Nacht’s hand. After a brief (but noticeable) hesitation, he shook Morreth’s as well.

“OK, clear out guys,” the DM said, “I have to get something to eat before the next group gets here.”

As they left, Morreth was fuming.

“It is your fault,” he snarled, “You gave him the idea to take an extra swing at me!”

“Yeah!” Nacht look incredulous, “What, you don’t think an attack of opportunity was the best way out of that botch? He could have broken your sword, or given you some kind of story consequence! You’ve got a high AC, there was a good chance you were going to be fine!”

“Oh, so you were helping me!” Morreth spat (literally spat) on the deck. It was probably the most Klingon thing he’d done all day. (Neither of them noticed a nearby Andorian giving an approving nod.) “I do not need your help, human! You know nothing of battle and conquest!”

“Oh, sure, says the Klingon who barely made it into Starfleet! No wonder the Empire didn’t make a big deal of it!”

“YOU TAKE THAT BACK!” Morreth lunged at Nacht, pinning him to the wall. The hold lasted about three seconds, then Nacht twisted his way free.

“Take what back? A bit of truth?” Nacht took a deep breath, “Look, OK. We’re both a bit worked up from the game. Let’s just swing by the Yorski Pavilion, get something to eat, maybe watch one of the comedy games. That’ll lighten the mood,”

“I do not want to lighten the mood,” Morreth clenched the hilt of the prop sword hanging off his belt, “I want…I want to fight!”

“OK, well they’ve got holo-suites for that,”

“I will fight you!” Morreth slowly pulled his sword, “We will settle this like warriors, as it should be!”

“Seriously? Neither one of us are warriors. Well, we’re in Starfleet Security, but we’re probably the least warrior-like officers on the team,” Nacht sort of giggled.

“If you are no warrior, than you are an honour-less p’tack!”

“Oh yeah?” Nacht said, warily keeping his distance, “In case you didn’t notice, I’m the only friend you’ve got right now. Don’t angry at me because the dice didn’t roll in your favour.”

Neither of them knew if he was referring to the DND game, or to Morreth’s lot in life. And by the time they founds themselves aboard the Farkas, they weren’t really on speaking terms anyway.





USS Farkas - Today

Both Morreth and Nacht were gazing down at the floor, lost in thought. After a moment Nacht looked up.

“I honestly thought I was helping you,” he said, “And I…look, I still don’t understand Klingon culture. But I read up on it a bit more afterwards. Maybe sparring it out would have helped you vent some frustrations.”

“I do not want to talk about it,” Morreth said firmly. A couple of the other Howlers exchanged confused glances. Flashbacks were private, after all.

“And we’ll respect that,” Tomillo made a note on her padd, “But I think the three of us are going to have to have a few discussions. Do you prefer together, or separate?”

“I prefer not at all!” Morreth grunted.

“You can go voluntarily, or you can go because I dragged you there,” Travs leaned towards Morreth.

Morreth looked around the group. “Very well.”



“OK, does anyone else have something they’d like to bring up? I understand the last mission went particularly well?” Tomillo was saying, “Quite the motivational triumph!”

Ensign Seeta Paulson wasn’t thinking about the last mission, whatever the hell motivational triumph was. Or the mission before that, or even the last dozen missions. Like Vanheath, Nacht and Morreth, she was still thinking about the stardate. She wasn’t human, so First Contact Day was just one more on a long list of human holidays. She didn’t pay much attention to them in general, but she did enjoy Saturnalia, an obscure human holiday celebrated by a small group of humans, including Porkchop…





USS Farkas - A Previous December

“I just wanted to see if my message went through,” Paulson was asking Lieutenant Miller, the tactical officer aboard the Farkas, “I sent it a week ago, but the computer doesn’t have a delivery confirmation code,”

“So ask the computer why it didn’t go through,” Miller, like many modern tactical officers, was not a fan of whichever Starfleet bureaucrat had decided that tactical should handle communications instead of having a dedicated communications officer, “Or better yet, check with the messaging centre on Deck 10.”

“I tried, they kicked me out and sent me back to ‘my’ part of the ship!” Paulson complained, “That’s why I’m comm-ing you instead of just coming to the bridge and asking in person,”

“Heaven forbid,” Miller muttered. He tapped at his panel, “Ok. Fine. Your message was rejected because it was flagged as containing classified information,”

Paulson nearly exploded, “Again?? That’s the eighth message I haven’t been able to send! I triple-checked it! What part was classified?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you,” Miller grimaced.

“And why the hell not?”

“Because that’s classified,”

Paulson slammed a fist down on her table, startling the Howlers in the room with her. But since the noise-reduction algorithms filtered it, Miller didn’t hear a thing.

“Look, I haven’t been able to talk to my family since I arrived on this ship,” she said, “They’ve got to be worried sick! Can you help me draft a message that will go out?”

“No,”

“Why not?”

“Because we’re on a top-secret ship on a top-secret mission. Nothing is going out. Well, except me. Miller out.”

The line went dead.

Paulson slammed both fists down on the table several times, then let her head fall forward with a thunk, tears threatening to spill down on to the surface. Weeks, weeks of trying to just send even just a brief ‘Hello, how are you, I am fine’ continued to hit the solid wall of ‘classified covert ops’ bullshit.

“Hey,” someone sat down next to her, but Paulson didn’t look up, “Are you OK?”

“How do you guys do it?” she asked, her voice muffled by the table, “How do you put up with…with being so isolated?”

“It’s not exactly new. We’ve all done deep-space missions that have put us out of touch for a few months.” her unknown companion replied.

“But this isn’t comm range limits or ion storm interference! This is people, other Starfleet officers, doing everything they can to keep us cut off!”

“Well…we can spontaneously transform into some pretty fierce beasts. I don’t really want to try coming up with a good lie when my mother asks ‘Hey Porkchop, how have you been? What do they have you doing out on that ship?’.”

Paulson looked up, finding herself seated next to a very average looking human male. They’d been introduced of course when she’d arrived on the ship, but their interactions had been polite and professional so far. His brown hair was average. Build, average. Height, maybe a bit below average. The only thing that really stood out on him was the stubble on his cheeks. Calling it a beard would be a bit generous, but it was uniform enough that it wasn’t a sad, patchy beard attempt either. Everything about him was just so very, very…average. It was, she mused, probably why she hadn’t really noticed him up until now.

“There is no way,” Paulson said, “that your mother calls you ‘Porkchop’. Unless the translator is malfunctioning and it’s not a piece of Terran pig meat?”

“That’s exactly what it means,” Porkchop shrugged, “And she does call me that.”

“I bit you miss her,” Paulson looked down.

“Like you wouldn’t believe. Especially now. It’s the holidays,”

Paulson inwardly groaned. She didn’t want to deal with another Earth holiday, but on the other hand, a bit of commiserating with a colleague was better than fuming over Lt Miller being an obnoxious ass. “Ok, I’ll take the bait. Of the many Earth holidays, which one is this? It’s…wait, I actually know this…Christmas, right? With the obese male in red with mutant animals, and he gives away gifts? Someone was just talking about it the other day,”

“Well, you’re close,” Porkchop stood and offered a hand, “It’s the holiday Christmas is based on, and I was just on my way to this quiet, off-the-beaten-path spot on Deck 15 to celebrate with Syl.”

“With Syl?” Paulson’s ears perked up. Syl had caught her attention shortly after she’d arrived on the ship, being (in her opinion) a very attractive male. Whether it was his relaxed attitude, sweet disposition or his accent, she’d certainly felt drawn to him. She’d just been a bit too stressed and busy do to anything about it, even if he’d given her any sign that he was interested. Which…well, she’d been too busy to notice it if he had.

“Wait, it’s not Christmas, but you’re still celebrating with Syl?” she asked, “Don’t most humans celebrate Christmas? Wasn’t he the one talking about it last week?” Realizing she had nothing better to do that sit here and stew in her emotions, she took Porkchop’s hand and followed him out of the Howler lounge and into the corridor.

“Yeah, none of the Farkas crew want anything to do with us. And Christmas and Saturnalia are…well, one led to the other. But between you and me, Saturnalia is more fun,”

They took a turbolift down to Deck 15, thankfully not running into any Farkas crew members that might try to ‘suggest’ they stay in their part of the ship. Deck 15 being at the very bottom of the ship and stuffed with antimatter pods and landing struts, there wasn’t very much space for people. Porkchop led her through a narrow, twisting utility corridor. After a few turns they found themselves in a small room, either an office or some very uncomfortable living quarters. A single, small porthole looked out into space. Syl was seated in the middle of the couch, wearing what looked to her like a comfortably baggy set of pyjamas.

“Welcome,” Syl said politely, “Porkchop, you were not telling me you would be bringing a guest?”

“I didn’t think you’d mind,” Porkchop said mildly, “It looks like she’s having a rough time of it, and could use some company. And I don’t know about you, but I sure could,”

Syl didn’t answer, just took a deep sip from his wine glass. ‘Sip’ might be too mild a word. ‘Gulp’ might have been better. “You are…not wrong. It ees a difficult time of year.” Reaching for the bottle, he refilled his glass. Porkchop tapped at the replicator, which obediently produced two more glasses. He said on the couch and poured himself a drink.

“So this is Saturnalia?” Paulson asked, “You sit in the…” she glanced at the placard on the door, “The ‘Inventory Office’ and drink?”

“No,” Porkchop said, suddenly looking sad, “No, normally my family would be having a big get-together to celebrate. We’d exchange gifts, everyone would work together to fix a huge meal. Oh, and we’d always hide a tiny crown in this special dessert cake! Whoever got it became the King of Saturnalia! They’d oversee the rest of the party, and they’d have to come up with pranks for people to play on each other! And well, yeah. We’d drink a lot too. Pranks aren’t really fun if you’re sober,”

“The first part is very much so like my family veille de Noel,” Syl smiled, “The food, the family, the gifts. The drinking. But no roi du chaos, thank us very much.”

“Thank you,” Porkchop corrected.

“You are welcome,” Syl replied dutifully.

“No, I mean…forget it. Seeta, you want to come have a seat?”

Seeta looked at the two males…the two attractive males…sitting on the couch in front of her and thought about it for a minute. Species and racial differences aside, she’d gone to Starfleet Academy. She’d lived with humans before, human males in particular. It was very likely that Porkchop, seeing she was having a miserable day, was just offering to share company, drinks and some pleasant conversation with her. It was also possible he was interested in pursuing a more…intimate…means of relaxation. It was also possible both males had that in mind, and would now compete for her attention.

It certainly wouldn’t be the first time she’d have to deal with males expressing interest in her. And even in the 24th century Federation, there were a lot of places where a female would have to navigate the situation carefully and take steps to ensure her safety. Up to and including a quick departure.

But with hundreds of species and cultures and a smorgasbord of genders filling its ranks, Starfleet had gotten very effective at quickly and firmly communicating the limits of someone’s personal space, and the consequences for those who refused to respect it. If she felt uncomfortable, she was sure they’d back down, immediately.

And Syl’s accent was really, really cute. And Porkchop’s relaxed, welcoming attitude was a side of him she hadn’t seen yet. Maybe getting to know him better would be a good idea.

Taking the offered glass of wine, she sat on the side of the couch opposite Porkchop, next to Syl.



There was conversation, there was drink, and there was a modest, replicated meal. And Paulson had to admit that it was exactly what she needed. Syl and Porkchop exchanged gifts, offering apologies that they didn’t have anything for their unexpected guest.

“I…I think this evening is gift enough,” Paulson said, smiling. She had to admit to being a bit disappointed that neither of the males had made a move on her, aside from some fairly innocent flirting. She was actually getting ready to make a move of her own, either due to impatience, feeling emboldened by the wine, or both.

But then she noticed that Syl’s hand had made it’s way to Porkchop’s thigh.

Syl noticed where her gaze had gone and quickly pulled his hand away, blushing. “Ahh, desoles. Must be…er…the wine…”

“Ohh,” Paulson tried to hide her disappointment. Suddenly things made sense, in a way she hadn’t expected. But in retrospect, she should have considered the possibility, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you two were together,”

“We’re not,” both Syl and Porkchop said in unison. They looked at each other, then started giggling.

“I mean, well,” Porkchop was also blushing now, whether from embarrassment or the wine, “You could say there are a few benefits to our friendship. And…uh…Saturnalia doesn’t exactly frown on…celebrating intimacy,”

“Noel, I mean, Christmas, certainly does,” Syl chuckled, “Especially between les gars. But is 24th century, after all.”

“And you still invited me?” Paulson was still disappointed, but sort of touched, “I didn’t mean to intrude on a romantic evening,”

“Oh, no, no, you do not be understanding,” Syl shook his head, “There is no romance. And you are not intruding,” he shyly put a hand on her arm, “I was in fact very happy to see you,”

Now Paulson was just confused. She said as much.

“Well. Umm. Look, I swear we didn’t plan this. But it looked like you could use some company, and I thought it might be a chance to get to know you better. And Syl, well both of us actually, prefer to date women,” Porkchop informed her, looking away and swallowing, “Uh, and we prefer them…in the bedroom…too.”

“Most of ze time, I do.” Syl corrected, sipping more wine, “Making love to a beautiful woman is ecstasy itself. But zhere is something to be said for…how do you put it? Being dominant with another male? Aggressive? Je ne sais quoi. And Porkchop is very open-minded…so it sort of… just worked.”

“We enjoy it,” Porkchop shrugged, still looking embarrassed, “And we need the…stress relief once in a while”

“Um, OK,” Seeta was careful not to picture the two males ‘being aggressive’ together. Or Syl being dominant.

Her careful ‘not picturing’ lasted about two seconds. Then she started picturing it. A lot. In multiple positions, with various techniques, and maybe a leather harness or two.

“Huh. Interesting. But you’re not dating?”

“Well…no.” Porkchop said, “Like I said, we both prefer women,”

“Or,” Syl took another gulp of wine and visibly collected his courage, “Or maybe both?”

Things ran a fairly predicable path from there. Porkchop proved himself to be above average in at least one regard, and Syl demonstrated a level of stamina that frankly took the full efforts of both Porkchop and Paulson to fully satisfy.

As they drifted off to sleep, the three of them curled up together, Seeta couldn’t help but wonder if that was why Porkchop had thought to include her in the first place. Someone to share the ‘work’ with. As she closed her eyes, she decided it didn’t matter. She might be isolated from her friends, family, and everyone who was part of her old life. They all were. But at least they didn’t have to be alone.
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Paulson gave a small smile as she sat between her two lovers. No, being stuck on the Farkas wasn’t all bad. The relationship between the two males had grown as quickly as their relationships with her, as if she were the catalyst for a reaction that had been waiting to happen. They’d tried to keep their relationship private, not because they worried it wouldn’t be accepted but more because of the possibility for drama among the small (at the time) Howler team. But as more virus victims joined the pack and the Howlers split into two teams, it had seemed less important. Then it became an open secret among the Howlers and they’d basically given up on hiding it. Oh, they tried to keep public displays of affection to a minimum, especially with Syl’s tendency towards public nudity and his…ah…biological response at the slightest touch from either of his partners. They weren’t sharing quarters or anything. Yet. Hmm. They weren’t sharing quarters…yet.

Something to think about.



“Such a quiet group today,” Tomillo was saying. She clearly meant it in jest, but Travs thought there was something in her eyes that was just a bit off. She looked uncomfortable. Maybe even a little scared.

Like cornered prey that is just beginning to realize its danger, something in her mind spoke.

Travs realized she had one hand scratching Vorns’ furry ears while the other worked the knot of muscles at the nape of Vanheath’s neck. She’d zoned right out, had been thinking of her younger brother and the last trip the two had taken together to visit their parents in South Africa. Suddenly uncomfortable, she brought her hands together on her lap and shifted her weight. Then reached over to retrieve her tea cup.

“Definitely a change from this group,” she said, trying to make the comment sound light-hearted, “Usually I can’t get them to shut up,”

“Yes, Mayle has spoken very highly of the camaraderie between your people,” Tomillo said, “It’s admirable that you’ve all managed to make the best of such difficult circumstances. One might even say that each of your dogs has had their day, and made a killing of it!”

“That’s an odd thing to say,” Travs frowned.

“Yes, well,” Tomillo fluttered her hands in front of herself and looked down, “It’s still early, and I haven’t finished my coffee yet. Speaking of, yes Mr. Packman, by all means help yourself to more. Unless you’re more of a tea person?”

As Tomillo attempted to animate the group, Travs found herself thinking back to what Nacht and Morreth had said earlier. What was it? Morreth had said they’d become glorious, of course ‘glorious’ was just the Klingon equivalent of ‘cool’. But what Nacht called them?

Mutants. Murderous mutants. Yes, that was it.

Travs shuddered, goose flesh popping up over her arms. It was true. For all their cuddly, puppy-dog antics on ship, when the Howlers were on a mission they were deadly killing machines. She was a deadly killing machine. Harth and Belis could give her all the justifications in the galaxy: They were a last resort. They were only used against the most dangerous, most depraved criminals in known space. Any of their targets could escape a bloody death by surrendering to Federation authorities, like the last one had. And she’d done her best to bury her trepidation under the weight of those assurances. But now it was all bubbling up again. Bubbling up the same way it had on her very first Howler mission.





USS Farkas - Nearly two years ago

She had been the first. The USS Farkas had rescued her and two of her colleagues from a remote M-class planet near Cardassian space. Their runabout had been attacked by Orions on their way back from delivering supplies to one of the Cardassian colonies, and once they’d realized their target had nothing of value the pirates had just left them plummeting towards the planet. They’d all survived, but Tomillo had been bitten by a member of the local wildlife. She’d seemed to be none the worse for wear, just a few indications of a minor viral infection. But mere hours after her rescue, her shipmates had been delivered to Deep Space 9 while she had found herself in a dark room. It only took a bit of prompting from the shadowy figure seated there for her to change, sprouting fur, fangs and the mentality of a hungry predator. Travs had been terrified, changing back immediately. The shadowy figure apologized for rushing things, and Travs found herself being offered a sedative and the opportunity to rest.

But she hadn’t been able to rest. Her mind was consumed with those few second she’d spent as a wolf. A wolf! The sights, the smells, the sensations of that even that small, dim room had almost been enough to overwhelm her.

She needed to feel it again. And so when they came back, she had a simple request: Let her try changing on a planet surface. They’d immediately agreed, and it hadn’t even occurred to her to wonder why they didn’t seem all that surprised that a random virus had given her this ability. They’d beamed her back down to the same planet where she’d been rescued, along with a couple members of the science team. And she’d changed again.

This time she managed to contain her panic. As the changes swept over her and the animal instincts kicked in, she started reciting the alphabet. First Federation standard, then Andorian. She made it about a third of the way through the Vulcan alphabet, but when the quadratic letters kicked in she always got lost. In any case, it worked. She was calm, and while she could feel the strange feelings and urges that apparently came as part of being a wolf, she was able to better control them.

She sniffed at the boots of one of the science team members, ignoring him as he puttered about with his tricorder. Nothing interesting. Ohh, but there was something interesting over there! Near that bush! It might be…could it be…

SQUIRREL!

Travs bolted after the small rodent, racing after it as it rocketed away. She could feel the soil beneath her heavy paw-pads, was breathing in a thousand scents as her lungs drew in and expelled the fresh air. Her ears were alert to every sound!

But the damned squirrel, er, squirrel-like alien rodent, still got away. It managed to bolt up a tree, well out of her reach. Travs barked, deep bellowing woofs that brought the science team running.

“Lieutenant,” one of them gasped, trying to catch his breath after running to catch up, “Try to stay near us!”

Travs shook her head. Near them? Why? What did they want? She wasn’t here to listen to some strange bipedal life form, she was here to have fun! It was a gorgeous day, and she just wanted to run and play.

She charged right at one of the science team, yipping playfully, not noticing the absolute terror on the man’s face as he cringed back. She jumped back, stretching with her paws out front in an invitation to play. The one who had yelled at her was still frowning, but the other brought himself under control, found a sturdy stick and threw it with all his might.

Travs bounded after it, snatching it up from the ground and immediately bringing it back. He was going to throw it again, right? He was totally going to throw it…YES! He threw it again! YES!

Travs lost track of how long she spent on the planet that day. After fetch, more members of the science team had beamed down, and they’d setup various obstacles for her to cross. Beams to jump over, beams to crawl under. They’d staked out a track and measured her speed. They measured how far she could jump, how quickly she could turn. It was all just so much fun!

Finally, it was time to turn back into her old self. She had been absolutely exhausted, wanting nothing more than to beam back to the ship, eat something and fall into a deep sleep. But she’d never forgotten that first day, or what had truly caught her off guard when she first started to explore herself as a Howler: Joy. Pure, white-hot joy. A happy innocence, something she dimly recalled form her childhood, but that she’d thought lost forever. Nothing could have prepared her for that, and after that first day she was willing to agree to anything her new superiors wanted, as long as she could feel that joy again.

Of course, that would be her undoing.



“You understand the assignment?” Commander Belis asked, standing in the transporter room with his hands clasped behind his back, “Any questions?”

Lieutenant Travs stood alone on the transporter pad, clutching a housecoat over her otherwise naked body. “No, sir,” she responded. She knew the mission. She knew the…the target. Knew the Orion was a vicious criminal, had pirated along the fringe of Cardassian space for months, stealing supplies and butchering freighter crews…or leaving them marooned to slowly die. Just like he had with her runabout.

“Good,” Belis said. He turned to leave, “Leave the housecoat,” he called over his shoulder.

Travs nervously set aside the housecoat, then changed into her wolf form. This time, as the wolf awakened in her mind, it wasn’t playfulness or joy she felt. This time she felt the cold determination of the predator.

The transporter chief ran her fingers over the panel and Travs’ word swam in transporter haze, coalescing into the cargo bay of a ship. The restrictions on this mission were simple: Starfleet cannot appear to be involved. No phasers, no tricorders or other equipment that could be lost. No clothing fibres from Starfleet uniforms. No DNA remnants that could be traced back to a Starfleet officer, preferably not even a Federation member race. Just a very dead target.

According to her new superiors, her wolf form was perfect. It ticked all those boxes, and more. A minor tweak to the Farkas’ transporter to scramble the signature, and it was beyond perfect.

Travs’ nose dropped to the deck, immediately picking up the scent of at least four individuals. One stood out, a particularly strong scent that would have been alien to her, were it not for samples provided during the mission briefing. It was her target. She exited the cargo bay, following the scent.

The ship was small, and evidently had detected her beam-in. In less than a minute, two Orions came running down the corridor. One started to raise a weapon, and Travs’ twinned wolf and security officer instincts responded instantly. She leapt, knocking the alien to the ground and tearing out his throat. Blood sprayed across her, across the corridor, and across the second Orion. The second alien screamed in terror and turned to run. Travs pounced, knocking him to the ground and bounding past him to pursue the real target.

It wasn’t even close to a fair fight. She found him rushing down the corridor, weapon in hand. But he clearly hadn’t been expecting a snarling beast to charge down the corridor bristling with fangs and claws. He went down fast, Travs finding herself unable to stop from tearing him apart. The pirate’s terrified wail was cut short as she ended his life, but no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t pull herself away from the corpse, the wolf screaming to attack, attack, eliminate the threat!

There was another haze of transporter sparks, then Travs found herself back in the Farkas transporter room. She charged, only to be thrown back by a force-field.

“Lieutenant Travs!” a voice shouted, “Change back at once! You must regain control!”

With her prey gone (aside from the various bits clinging to her fur), the threat eliminated and the unfamiliar alien ship replaced by the reassuring Starfleet grey interior, the wolf seemed to lose interest. It was not happy at being trapped, thought it seemed to realise it was back in ‘the den’. It was still pushing her to charge the force field again, but she managed to restrain herself, changing back to her human form perhaps a bit more slowly than usual.

The relief on Belis’ face had been unmistakable, the man using one hand against the bulkhead to support himself. How nice that he’d been that concerned for her. But Travs was quickly distracted by the scent of blood and viscera. She looked down, seeing shredded Orion remains splattered across her body, and promptly splattered the contents of her stomach across the transporter pad.
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Being in her Howler form had never been the same after that day, Travs reflected. The innocence was gone. Any time spent as her Howler now carried the shadow of dozens of deaths, that first one most of all. But sometimes, when they weren’t on a mission, when it was just her and her pack, the joy returned.

Travs found her gaze resting on Mayle, who looked absolutely bored out of his mind. As group counselling sessions went, this one was a complete bust. And she couldn’t understand who’d had the bright idea to try it anyway. But if the glazed expressions around her were any indication, it was at least giving the other Howlers the chance to do some of the same reflection she was doing.

But Mayle…the Howler who wasn’t a Howler. Infected by the virus, but unable to change. Feeling only a dim shadow of the animal instincts that had grown to affect them, even in their human forms. How could she explain to him what she felt, what all the Howlers felt when they were able to make that change? Not to just be affected by animal instincts, but to actually be wolves. To run as a pack. To surrender the worries and complexities of starship living, and just…play.

Mayle must have sensed her gaze, and she looked away before he could catch her staring.



“OK, well I guess that wraps up today’s session,” Tomillo said uncomfortably, rising from her seat, “Thank you for coming, and may the Great Bird of the Galaxy guide your pack.”

There was an assorted collection of mumbling and waves. Realizing that she had actually come to them, Tomillo gathered her refreshment cart and made her exit.

“Well that was useless,” Mayle sighed, “Sorry guys. I didn’t know this was coming.”

“It’s fine,” Travs said, thinking back again to her brother and that last trip they’ve taken together. When would they take their next?

The room was quiet for a moment.

“Perhaps,” Morreth hesitated, “Perhaps we should take an early lunch. In the holodeck.”

“You’re going to join us? That hasn’t happened in a while,” Travs lifted an eyebrow.

“Maybe…maybe I have been spending too much time away from…the pack,”

“So you guys know what stardate it is, right?” Vanheath asked, “It’s almost First Contact Day. We’re going to do something, right?”

“I wish,” Ensign Trimble swallowed, “I wish I could spend it with my family. No offence, guys. I just…I suddenly can’t stop thinking about them,”

“Me too,” Vorns agreed, having returned to human form, “It’s weird. I don’t even like my family. Haven’t thought about them since I came aboard the ship. But now…I just want to be back home.”

“Let’s go get some lunch, and we can make some plans,” Travs said, “You know, assuming another mission doesn’t come up.”

The Howlers suddenly looked uncomfortable, but they followed her out of the briefing room and down the corridor towards the holodeck. Vanheath waited until the last of them had left, then tapped a control. The floor started shifting, re-configuring itself back to its usual terraced layout.

“I still think that’s cool,” Mayle said, waiting for him in the corridor.

“Yeah. So, hey, does your family celebrate First Contact Day? Mine actually celebrates Planetfall Anniversary,” Vanheath said.

“Most of the time,” Mayle sighed, “But it’s one of those holidays that’s as much trouble as it’s worth. Inconvenient timing, and Mom goes on about how people don’t properly celebrate Easter anymore.”

“So you’re not in favour of a big party?”

“No,” Mayle sighed, “I’m just…not.



They arrived in the holodeck, but instead of the usual Grandmother’s Cottage simulation, it was running an outdoor simulation of a restaurant patio. Mayle wasn’t sure what planet they were on, but it was a beautiful, clear day, the streets were full of (holographic) people going about their (holographic) business, and the scent of (holographic) barbecue wafting from the restaurant kitchen was intoxicating.

They placed their orders, then just…sat. Quietly. Mayle looked from Howler to Howler, confused. ‘Why so glum, chum?’ might be a bit insensitive and cliche, but that’s sure what he wanted to ask. Even as the food arrived, the Howlers seemed distracted. They watched the people come and go, their eyes moving from face to face. Almost as if they were looking for something. Someone?

Mayle sighed as he cut into his duck leg, wishing he could stomach something other than meat. He was never a huge fan of vegetables, but he found himself missing hummus, of all things. And crackers. He noticed that next him, Travs was barely picking at her chicken.

“You guys must have really hated Tomillo’s session,” he said, trying to sound upbeat.

“Hmm?” Travs shook her head, “I’m sorry, I was just distracted. Thinking about…things,”

“What sort of…things?”

Travs looked him dead in the eye, “You mentioned something a few weeks back, right after the incident with the Celine hologram. I think it’s time we found an opportunity to discuss it. Fully.”

Mayle let out a deep breath. “I agree. It’s past due. I thought we would have talked about it sooner.”

“I guess we’ve had a lot on our plates, and not much time to talk,” Travs said carefully, clearly referencing the constant surveillance, “But suddenly, the missions just seem…less important.”

“Don’t let Commander Belis hear you say that,” Mayle’s gaze flickered towards the invisible holodeck ceiling.

“Hmmm.” Travs leaned back, looking thoughtful.



Commander Martin Belis walked down the corridor, nodding pleasantly at passing crew members as he moved towards his destination. The corridor grew increasingly empty as he neared the secondary deflector control room, near the front of the secondary hull.

Careful not to look over his shoulder (only people up to something did that), he stepped into the room. Doctor Wolfman and Counsellor Tomillo were waiting. They had been pretending to examine the backup plasma relay for signs of radiation leakage, but Belis interrupted them immediately.

“The security sensors in this section are undergoing routine maintenance,” he said without preamble, “We may speak freely. Counsellor? Is it done?”

“It’s done,” Tomillo said, wrapping her arms around her body and shifting her weight from foot to foot, “All three trigger phrases. The initial effect was immediate, but it’s going to take a couple of days for the mental conditioning to really wear off. I don’t recommend any missions until their moods stabilize,”

“Yes, the next mission isn’t for at least a week. This cancellation was a very, very lucky break,” Belis nodded, “Doctor?”

“I’ve gone over the data again, and it’s as I said: All the tests and scans were conclusive,” Wolfman said, “It wasn’t the mental conditioning that’s kept them…stable. I mean, it kept them from dwelling on their isolation and their families, other connections outside the ship, which was very helpful. But in terms of aggression? It was a combination of the new virus modifications and the serum we made from Mayle’s blood. As long as they keep getting injections, they should stay…well…”

“Sentient?” Tomillo asked bitterly, “Human?”

Wolfman’s face went very pale and his eyes seemed to glaze as he was swept back into memories of past events. After a moment he collected himself and turned to Tomillo.

“We’re not going to have another Vilkas incident,” he said, “We’ve spent over two years working to make sure that never happens again. And Mayle is proof that it won’t.”

“Mayle’s memories of the incident?” Belis asked.

“No, they’re still buried,” Tomillo said, “It’s a different technique,”

“Mayle’s conditioning may be weakened,” Wolfman added, “But he won’t regain his memories without the antidote to the memory blockers. Maybe not even then.”

“Very good,” Belis nodded, “What about the contingency plan?”

“You mean the tumour hidden in Mayle’s cat?” Wolfman asked, “Yes, I managed to test a sample during the surveillance window you arranged yesterday. Soruk outdid himself. It’s exactly what we needed. Ethically, he and I are going to a rehabilitation colony for a very long time when this is done. But it…works.”

“A rehabilitation colony is the best any of us can hope for, at this point.” Tomillo muttered.

“Enough,” Belis looked at the other two officers, “We’ve started the clock. Now we have to end this before it runs out. Inform our people, discreetly of course. If what happened on the Vilkas is anything to go by, the Howlers will move quickly.”

“And so must we,”
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Pack-aged to Go

Ensign Greg Mayle sat quietly at his table in the crew mess of the USS Farkas, picking at his filet mignon with a distinct lack of interest. Partly because the meat was replicated, which no matter what the lab brains said was never the same as real meat. But also because he was getting really, really tired of eating almost nothing but meat.

“I just really want a salad right now,” he groaned to his dining companion, Nurse Carolyn Bayles, “I never thought I’d hear myself say those words. But I really want a salad,”

“Unless it’s chicken or tuna salad, don’t you dare,” Balyes replied, fishing a cheese and spinach stuffed ravioli out of the pile of pasta swimming in sauce on her plate, “The gas you get from eating greens should be declared a cruel and unusual punishment,”

“Yeah, I know,” Mayle sighed, looked jealously over at Bayles’ pasta, then ate a piece of the rare meat in front of him. The taste was fine. The texture was fine. Something was just missing.

“Definitely sucks that you got all the drawbacks of being a Howler and none of the perks,” Bayles said. She paused, mentally reviewing what she’d just said, “I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me,”

“You’re not wrong,” Mayle shrugged, “I don’t know why, but especially lately it feels like there’s this whole aspect of being a Howler that I’m just not able to experience. I just don’t know why it’s bothering me now!”

“It never bugged you before that you couldn’t change with the rest of them?” Bayles asked.

Mayle thought back to his first few weeks aboard the USS Farkas, the super-secret ship assigned to transport and study the group of officers who had been infected with an alien virus that allowed them to change into dangerous, wolf-like creatures. He was apparently a one-of-a-kind exception. Most gained the not-yet-understood ability to change shape. A rare few of those infected recovered from the virus as if it were simply a minor flu, experiencing nothing more than mild discomfort. So far, he was the only one to still have signs of the virus in his system, side effects of the virus, but no metamorphic abilities.

He was also the only member of the team who knew they weren’t the first Howlers. During some snooping in the science lab, he’d found records of the USS Vilkas and Starfleet Intelligence’s first, disastrous attempt to study the crew members infected by the Howler Virus.

“It bugged me at first,” Mayle replied, choosing his words carefully. Whether it was the norm on SI ships or just a special precaution given the nature of the Howlers, the Farkas sported the most impressive (and invasive) array of surveillance and security scanners he’d ever seen. “We tried so hard to get me to change. And then I guess I must have…stopped caring…?” Mayle trailed off. Why had he stopped caring about being able to change?

“I guess I must have gotten too distracted with the Liaison Officer thing,” he shrugged, not meeting her gaze, “I hadn’t thought of it at all recently, not until that mess of a group counselling session the other day,”

“Ah,” Bayles was quiet for a couple of moments, spearing ravioli and popping them into her mouth. After she’d successfully devoured a particularly evasive piece of pasta, she looked up again, “Has Travs talked to you about the little accident in the cargo bay? How’s your…back?”

Mayle struggled not to roll his eyes. Damned surveillance system! He hadn’t hurt his back at all, the whole injury had been a staged excuse to get Lieutenant Commander Travs into Sickbay so Bayles could remove some weird tumour that Chief Medical Officer Wolfman had claimed was a fetus. Mayle had been slightly surprised that Bayles, unlike most of the Farkas crew, was secretly trying to help the Howlers in some way that she couldn’t or wouldn’t explain. But what had really shocked him was that Wolfman, one of the men responsible for the barrage of torturous ‘science experiments’ and ‘medical tests’ the Howlers were subjected to, might also be working against whoever was actually in control of the Farkas. He already knew First Officer Martin Belis was playing games of his own. Add Wolfman, Bayles, Cargo-master Becky Ianda along with Ensign Sebbit, and Mayle had started to realize there was no telling in just how deep this thing ran.

Bayles was still looking at him expectantly. Her eyes flickered up briefly as if to remind Mayle that somewhere, someone was listening in and expecting him to say something. Right. So…she was probably asking if they’d discussed the tumour? Or was she asking if they’d discussed Wolfman’s apparent willingness to help?

“Travs and I haven’t had much of a chance to talk about anything other than mission stuff,” he replied, “It’s only been a couple days,”

“You can’t hold things off when it comes to…um…injuries,” Bayles insisted, “There are…forms to file, records to update. You have to be sure the…incident is on file in case it causes problems in the future. Don’t let Starfleet Medical say it wasn’t their fault!”

Mayle wasn’t sure how much of that was coded message and how much was genuine medical advice. But he knew the key point: he needed to sit down with Travs and the Howlers and tell them everything he knew. But such a talk had to be private, off the record. And with the last of the surveillance scrambling pucks ‘accidentally’ scattered around after an incident in the cargo bay now rounded up, returned and accounted for, finding that private time was impossible.

“I know,” he said, “And I want to have a…a talk with her. But it’s just so hard to find the opportunity!”

“Ah,” Bayles’ mind started churning, “I see.”



First Officer Martin Belis sat in the command chair of the USS Farkas, a broad viewing padd propped up against one knee and a small earpiece tucked into one ear. He flipped from Mayle and Bayles’ date over to the squad room in the Howler’s Den. It was empty. He flipped to the locker room…empty. He expected their briefing room to be empty, considering there were no missions on the books for at least a week, but was only moderately surprised to see Ensigns Paulson, Syl and Porkchop engaged in yet another round of three-way sex.

“That’s different,” he muttered, quickly averting his eyes. The position they were in wasn’t one of their usual ones, the fact that the three of them were getting intimate in yet another part of the ship certainly wasn’t different. Belis did his best to respect their privacy, but the sheer frequency of occurrences was making it difficult not to stumble in on them mid-mating.

Perhaps a computer filter that could identify when surveillance subjects were amorously engaged, Belis wondered to himself. Hmmm…except that post-mating pillow-talk was a high-probability timing for sharing classified or sensitive information. Not to mention that the computer might have difficulties in distinguishing mating from wrestling or other athletic competitions…especially with Ensign Syl. He concluded that whatever he thought of, Starfleet Intelligence had probably thought of it years earlier.

Flipping over to the Howlers holodeck, he was encouraged to see they were running the street-side market program again, instead of Grandma’s Cottage. But they were still glumly sitting around, watching ‘normal life’ parade past them while they sat in their little cordoned-off restaurant patio.

He flipped back to Mayle and Bayles. The nurse had delivered the message he’d instructed, but Mayle’s response had only confirmed what he’d suspected: The ongoing surveillance had made the man so paranoid he was constantly delaying a conversation that Belis desperately needed to happen. He’d thought they’d move a lot faster after Counselor Tomillo removed the hypnotic blocks that had prevented the Howlers from dwelling on their family or friends outside the Farkas, but rather than galvanizing them into action, it was pushing the whole group into a depressed funk. Well, except for Paulson and her boyfriends, though to be fair this was the first time he’d seen her acting as the top in the bedroom.

Belis blew out a frustrated breath. The way he saw it, he had two options: He could keep waiting until the Howlers stopped being the obedient little puppy-dogs they’d been conditioned to be, or he could take matters in his own hands and gamble that the Howlers would actually do what he needed him to do…instead of ripping him limb from limb the second he put his trust in them.

He flipped back to the recordings of Mayle’s ‘accident’ in Sickbay. The footage had been badly scrambled seconds after Mayle had been carefully placed on the bio-bed. Ten minutes later, it abruptly cleared up just as Dr. Wolfman walked in to check on the patient. It was almost completely believable that the whole thing had only been an equipment malfunction or an errant vole playing with one of the scattered surveillance pucks, except for one tiny detail visible only if one jumped directly from Mayle being positioned on the bio-bed to Wolfman walking in:

The stasis tube holding Mayle’s cat had abruptly changed position, with no reasonable explanation or justification in evidence.

He knew through Bayles what had actually happened: whatever Wolfman had removed from Travs was hidden inside the cat. And he had to hand it to Wolfman, even SI wasn’t fucked up enough to think to look for something inside someone’s beloved pet. But every day that passed was a risk that someone else would notice the anomaly, and start digging deeper.

He couldn’t afford to wait.

“Lieutenant Morreth,” he said, shutting off the padd and turning to the pale, gangly Klingon at Tactical, “Call Lieutenant Commander Travs to the bridge to take over your station. I would like you to go run another diagnostic on that slaver ship we captured. I’m not satisfied with the report on the sensor scrambling they installed…it shouldn’t have allowed them to evade our upgraded sensors, yet it did. I want to know how.”

“Yes, sir,” Morreth said, shifting his weight nervously. A few minutes later Travs stepped out of the turbolift. With a hesitant look towards Belis, Morreth turned to leave.

“Hey, Morreth,” Travs called, “Vorns asked for Klingon food for dinner tonight. Can you double-check the replicator programs when you have a minute? We don’t know what’s authentic and what’s been…uh…‘rendered safe for human consumption’. The labelling just has ‘coward’ and ‘warrior’…but you guys think steak tartar is a warrior’s dish and limp gagh is for cowards.”

Morreth was slightly taken aback, but nodded amicably as he left.

“Working on team cohesion?” Belis asked casually.

“I wouldn’t need to if you hadn’t been playing games with him,” Travs said flatly, “Playing on his ambitions for promotion, bringing him up for bridge shifts, special ‘social time’ with the senior staff.”

“If you’d been properly developing him, I wouldn’t have had to interfere,” Belis shot back. He quickly looked around the bridge. As he’d expected, the officers manning the helm, ops and engineering stations were carefully focusing their full attention on their consoles, the better to remain unnoticed during a confrontation. Good.

“Let’s take this conversation somewhere a bit more private, Lt Commander,” he said, walking towards Captain Harth’s ready room.

“Is this why you summoned me to the bridge, to berate me?? Sir?” Travs demanded, following him in.

The second the doors hissed shut, Belis pulled out his tricorder, a specially modified unit specifically designed to detect and troubleshoot advanced surveillance equipment.

“Quiet”, he quickly silenced Travs, then started scanning around the room. Travs just stared, confused. Finally, he was satisfied.

“This is the only room on the entire ship that doesn’t have some form of surveillance,” he said without preamble, “In theory. Frankly, I’m not willing to take Captain Harth on his word with that. But I believe for the moment we can speak freely,”

“Oh we can, can we?” Travs crossed her arms, “And what do we have to ‘freely’ say to each other?”

“The Howlers Initiative, which is what Section…uh…Starfleet Intelligence calls us by the way, must end,” Belis said bluntly, “I know you think I’m the enemy. I had hoped that Mayle would have explained more of the situation by now,”

“Hard for Mayle and I to have a frank chat without having a private, scanner-free room of our own,” Travs lifted an eyebrow. Mayle had in fact managed to tell her that Belis didn’t seem to be the enemy. She didn’t really believe it, but she knew that there was more that Mayle needed to tell her.

“I didn’t expect Morreth to round up the surveillance scramblers so quickly,” Belis admitted.

“Ah-hah!” Travs pounced, “I knew that was too convenient to be an accident!”

“There are very few ‘accidents’ on this ship,” Belis said, somewhat ominously, “But here is what will happen: Sometime in the next two days, the surveillance system on the entire ship is going to go down. I will create as much chaos as I can, but it will only last for forty, perhaps forty-five minutes. You will have that much time to discuss what needs to be discussed. If you decide you’re going to trust me, destroy the security control array on Deck 4.”

“Just like that?” Travs was dumbfounded, “We’ve been on this ship for nearly two years, and suddenly we can break stuff? Commit acts of treason and sabotage??”

“You’ll understand once you’ve heard everything from Mayle,” Belis said, pacing anxiously, “At least, I hope you will.”

“Why don’t you just tell me now?”

“Because you have no reason to trust me,” he turned back to Travs, “But I don’t think I have to work hard to convince you that your days, the Howlers’ days, on this ship are numbered. You’re incredibly valuable, but also a huge risk. And when the experiment ends…”

“You think they’re going to ‘disappear’ us?” Travs hissed.

“I think you’d all be safer in a civilian-run, Federation lab,” Belis shot back, “With an independent ethics board and publicly published research. But we both know that will never happen. You’re too valuable, and if the Dominion or the Founders ever found out what we were doing to you, well, you’re not Changelings. But I wonder if they’d consider you Solids at this point? Close enough to be distant kin? Don’t you think experimenting on you and exploiting you as a kill squad might piss them off just a little bit?”

He walked back to the ready room doors.

“Watch for my signal,” he said, “Then make your decision: Keep things the way they are, and hope your precious ‘pups’ survive. Or trust that I…that we are willing to help you. Even at great risk to ourselves.”

With that, he strode out of the ready room and towards the command chair, Travs following.

“Man your station, Lt Commander,” he ordered Travs, “There have been reports of Romulan activity in neighbouring sectors, and I would hate to be caught off guard.”




The next day…

“…amid reports of increased smuggler activity in the sector,” Travs was saying, standing at her usual place at the front of the Howler’s briefing room, “It is assessed this is due to a decrease in Orion and Nausican activity due–”

“HUAAAAGGGGGG!”

“…due to Howler operations against high-value criminal targets in the–”

“URRRGGGGKKKK!! BLAAAAGGGHHHH!!!!”

“Will somebody please close the door to the head?” Travs demanded, dropping the padd with her briefing notes to her podium, “Dammit, Vorns, why did you ask for Klingon food if you knew this was going to happen!”

Vorns didn’t answer, being too busy decorating the toilet bowl with his insides.

“He thought he was tough enough that this wouldn’t happen,” Morreth said, a bit of a grin on his face, “Most of the Klingon food we replicated had been ‘adjusted’ for humans. He demanded I gave him the authentic, ‘warrior’ stuff.”

“Nobody else is sick?” Travs asked.

“We ate the safe-for-humans versions,” Vanheath offered, “I might be a carnivore now, but some of those Klingon side dishes were…uh…sorry Morreth. No offence.”

“This from the race that invented ‘Pad Thai’, Morreth gave a visible shudder of disgust.

The human members of the squad quickly rose up, defending the popular dish.

“What’s ‘Pad Thai’?” Paulson leaned over to ask Mayle. The latter had been sitting off to the side, as usual, but appeared to be even more lost in thought than normal.

“Noodle dish,” he muttered back, “No surprise Klingons wouldn’t like it. I sure do, though. Man, what I wouldn’t give to be able to eat a big, steaming bowl of Pad Thai right now,”

“That’s why you’re stewing over here, basically ignoring Travs’ brief?”

“Hmm? Oh, no. I was just wondering why Morreth was back to being so chummy with the team lately,”

“I guess group therapy accomplished something, at least,” Paulson offered.

“Sure. Group therapy,” Mayle frowned.

“OK pups, let’s get back to the situation briefing,” Travs called for everyone’s attention, “Now, it is assessed that the most likely response by criminal elements is…”



Back on the bridge, Harth and Belis were seated in the twin command and first officer’s chairs. Harth was absently going over personnel reports, while Belis was watching the surveillance feed from the Howler’s Den.

“We really should find a mission for them, soon,” Belis remarked, “They’re going to start going stir-crazy,”

“Sounds like a good opportunity for Dr. Wolfman to study their stress reactions to boredom,” Harth noted absently.

Belis looked at Harth out of the corner of his eye. The captain appeared to be engrossed in his padd, but was he really? Not for the first time, Belis deeply regretted getting involved in Starfleet Intelligence, the Howlers Initiative, and what he was certain was Section 31, which seemed to have taken over after the incident aboard the USS Vilkas. The subterfuge, the sneaking around, the complete lack of trust was just. Absolutely. Exhausting!

“Report, Ensign Yurkar,” Belis ordered the grey-skinned being manning the helm.

“We are continuing our patrol route, course 034 mark 001. Current speed is warp four. In three hours and ten minutes we will be passing close to the Zeta Endura star system. No habitable planets, but there is an automated Federation listening post due to the proximity to the Cardassian border. Former Cardassian border,” she corrected.

“Might be worth swinging by for a quick look,” Belis suggested to Harth, “God knows how often Starfleet actually has ships in this system,”

“Hmm,” Harth put down his padd, “What can you tell me about the system, Lt Drepla?”

“It is a Type-A white dwarf,” the Denobulan female replied immediately, “There is considerable dust in the stellar envelope. The listening post is in a cluster of asteroids, likely planetary remnants, at the edge of the envelope,”

“Looks like a nasty place,” Lt Miller spoke up from tactical, “I’m picking up the remains of at least four planets, likely destroyed when the star went nova.”

Belis shrugged, “It actually sounds sort of interesting. When’s the last time we were able to actually do some sight-seeing, instead of shuttling around the killing machines we keep below-decks?”

Harth leaned over Yurkar’s shoulder to study the helm readouts.

“Very well. Bring us close enough to the listening post for short-range scans,” Harth ordered, “We’ll check the outpost, update the survey charts for this star system, then be on our way,”

“Don’t get too close to the listening post,” Miller warned, “There’s enough dust to cause considerable electrical discharge between the asteroids,”

“Like flying a fork into a toaster,” Yurkar commented.

“Yes,” Belis nodded, his expression blank, “Let’s certainly keep that in mind.”



“That’s odd,” Nacht said, looking at the status screen in the Howler’s Den squad room.

“What?” Travs asked, looking up, “Another fluctuation in the ODN network? Nacht, I’m tired of you trying to get out of your counselling sessions with Morreth!”

“Tomillo keeps trying to do couple’s counselling on us!” Nacht complained, “We’re not a couple!”

“Two friends who apparently…” Travs frowned, “Forget it. You’re going.”

“Fine, but this isn’t an excuse anyway,” Nacht turned back to the panel, “We just stopped.”

“Stopped?”

“The ship. It just stopped at the edge of a white dwarf system. And…yeah, the bridge just sent a warning to all decks to shut down any high-energy systems.”

Here we go, Travs thought to herself. Her eyes flicked over to the exit. Most of the Howlers were somewhere in the Howlers Den complex, except of course for Morreth. Morreth might have been starting to reconnect with the rest of the team lately, but he was still taking every opportunity he could to work up on the bridge and further ingratiate himself to Harth and Belis.

The door hissed open and Morreth walked in.

“Lt Commander,” he nodded to Travs, “Commander Belis sends his compliments and has ordered the Howlers to shelter here until we finish our stop at Zeta Endura,”

“He has, has he?” Travs lifted an eyebrow, giving Morreth a very cold stare. Was Harth behind this? How was she supposed to go blow up the security control systems on Deck 4 if she was holding her people in the Den down on Deck 7?

“Strange that he didn’t order me directly,” she said. At the opposite end of the room, the doors leading to the briefing room opened and disgorged Mayle and Paulson.

“What’s this about locking down?” Mayle asked, “Paulson and I were getting ready to test the new sonic filters!”

Travs spun towards Morreth.

“I took the liberty of summoning everyone,” he said, “Being your second in command, and all,”

There was an abrupt jolt as something struck the ship. The lights flickered and even gravity seemed to lighten for a moment, but the systems recovered quickly.

“All hands, this is Captain Harth. Nothing to worry about, we’re checking in on a Federation listening post located in the dust envelope of a white dwarf system. Dust currents and electrical buildup are a bit more than we expected, so if you haven’t already done so you are to move to sheltered areas of the ship. Bridge out,”

There was another jolt, another flicker of lights. This time there was a split-second delay before backup systems cut in.

“Nacht, Vanheath, Trimble, you’re with me,” Travs said, rising from her seat and moving to the door. Morreth immediately moved to intercept her.

“Commander Belis insists you stay here,” he said. His tone was strong, but something in his eyes…

Travs took a step forward, but suddenly found a phaser pointed directly at her.

“Oh no, you didn’t!” Vanheath shouted. His eyes fluttered, then a ripple of dark fur spread across his body as he started to change. Morreth turned and fired the phaser, but the low-powered stun shot just seemed to annoy Vanheath. If anything, the change accelerated.

“Travs…Alice!” Morreth pleaded, “This is a really bad time to be disobeying orders!”

Travs hesitated, but at that moment Vanheath completed his change. He charged at Morreth, who backpedalled frantically. With a snap of his jaws he sliced the phaser in half, leaving Morreth holding a sparking grip. The big Howler growled, spitting out the other half of the phaser and baring his teeth.

“Guys, please!” Mayle jumped in, “I think-”

Vanheath almost absently batted him away. His claws were retracted, but the blow sent Mayle crashing back against the buklhead.

“Travs!” Morreth tried again, “You’ve got to make him stand down!”

There was another deep growl, but it took Travs, Morreth and Mayle a moment to realize it wasn’t coming from Vanheath, but from Nacht. The small man had also changed, and although his Howler form was smaller and less impressive than Vanheath’s, it was more than enough to give the bigger Howler pause.

“And now we have a stalemate,” Mayle groaned, picking himself up off the deck as the ship shook again.

“Give me one good reason why we should listen to you!” Travs said to Morreth.

But before Morreth could say anything, Paulson cut in.

“He didn’t change,” she said flatly, “Coming into a room full of Howlers, one of them full on wolfing out at the sight of him. And he’s in here with a pathetic little hand phaser set to ‘stun’?”

Travs mulled it over.

“Stand down,” she said. She repeated herself louder when Vanheath hesitated. Finally, he gave one short bark at Morreth, then retreated behind Travs. “OK,” Travs said, hands on hips, “Now why-”

This time when the ship shook it wasn’t a just a jolt. The entire superstructure seemed to scream for a split second as sparks flew from consoles and light fixtures. Main gravity completely failed, coming back at perhaps half strength as backups kicked in. The ship seemed to groan as main power failed, and only a few consoles lit back up as secondary systems came back online.

Morreth pulled out a tricorder and started tapping frantically.

“Borrowed it from Commander Belis,” he said, giving Travs a meaningful look, “Surveillance systems are down. We have to move quickly, the sensors in the Den are the highest priority on the ship, and they’ll be the first to come back up,”

“You…dammit Morreth!” she snapped, “If you’re on Belis’ side, why the hell were you trying to keep us in here! If we’re going to blow up the security systems, we need to get our asses up to Deck 4!”

“Because whatever happened in here before the static strike was going to end up recorded in the computer banks anyway!” Morreth shot back. He was speaking now with a confidence that none of the Howlers could ever recall see coming from him, “We don’t know how this is going to play out, but if Harth watches that recording he’s going to see two things: me being perfectly loyal to him and Belis, and you submitting to their authority!”

“Bullshit!” Travs said, “The second he finds the smallest thing out of the ordinary, he’s going to think it was us!”

“Not if we do it right!”

“HEY! EXCUSE US!!”

Morreth and Travs spun around to find Vanheath, Nacht, Paulson and the rest of the Howlers standing and staring at them.

“Would someone care to explain?” Vanheath demanded, the last of the fur fading as he resumed his human form.



“We have to be quick,” Travs said, setting a countdown on her wrist chrono, “Belis arranged this little outage so we could talk. I guess that’s the first thing to say: as hard as it is to believe, Commander Belis is trying to help us,”

“Bullshit,” this time it was Porkchop who objected, “He’s had it out for all of us since Day One!”

“It’s an act,” Mayle broke in, “Really. Remember when you guys were getting your asses kicked by the Celine hologram? It was Belis who gave me the right sonic filter configuration. And there’s more. More than any of you know. While you were in the holodeck getting your ears shredded, I had the chance to get into the full science database. I’ve been trying to find a chance to tell you about it for weeks, but if Harth…” Mayle swallowed.

“We’re on borrowed time, pups,” Travs said, crossing her arms, “I don’t know why we didn’t pick up on it already, but sooner or later this experiment is going to end. If Harth thinks any part of it is about to go off the rails, it’ll be sooner. And we’ll be…well…”

“We disappear,” Nacht said, blood draining from his face, “Spirits, it’s so obvious! How…why…why didn’t we realize this months ago?”

“We were conditioned,” Morreth said, “Belis told me bits and pieces, when he could. They used techniques to subdue us, keep us from getting too aggressive, from thinking too much about our friends and families outside the Farkas. Or thinking about what was going to happen to us in the future. Tomillo turned that off at group counselling. That was the whole point.”

“And we’re running out of time,” Travs said, tapping her chrono, “Mayle, what did you find?”

Mayle took a deep breath. He’d had weeks to think about how he was going to do this, but now that the moment had finally come he found his mind going blank. Where to begin? What was the most important?

“This doesn’t have anything to do with you shouting the word ‘Vilkas’ in your nightmares for weeks, does it?” Syl asked, “I still am not knowing what it means,”

“I know Farkas comes from an old Earth language,” Travs said, “Hungarian, I think. It means ‘wolf’,”

“There’s also an old legend of two brothers named Farkas and Vilkas,” Nacht said, “I think it was in twenty-second edition Dungeons & Dragons. Or maybe one of the old human computer role-playing games. They were brothers. Twins. Werewolves.”

“Twin werewolf brothers?? Vanheath demanded,”Doesn’t that hit a little close to home?”

Mayle closed his eyes.

“More than you know,” he said, “We’re not the first Howlers. And the Farkas isn’t the first ship dedicated to studying them.” He had their complete attention and the story was falling into place in his mind, but Travs was still pointing at her chrono. He had to be quick.

“I found science team records from the USS Vilkas. It was an Intrepid-class starship with one mission: study and understand the mutagenic virus that was affecting a small group of Starfleet personnel. I didn’t have time to go over all the files, but I did find their last few log entries. Their Howlers…their Howlers went berserk. They weren’t using them for covert missions, they were just studying them. Trying to figure out what they were, and what made them change. And they lost control. Their Howlers killed half the crew before the security team could take them down. They decommissioned the Vilkas, I don’t know what happened to those Howlers. But about a year later, the USS Farkas is commissioned, and sets off to study a handful of officers affected with, surprise, a mutagenic virus. This time it’s also using them as a killing squad,”

There was silence for a moment.

“Merde” Sly said finally.

Travs felt like her head was spinning. They’d told her she was the first. Maybe that was true, in a way. She was the first Howler to be used as a killing machine. But the first Howler? Clearly not. But maybe…maybe the first one not to go kill-crazy?

“Mayle, how long did the Vilkas experiments last?” she asked.

“I didn’t see all the logs,” he confessed, “But it looked like there was maybe a few months of data there.”

“And the Farkas has been running for nearly two years,” she said, “What does that say to you?”

“I think,” Mayle said, “that they either did something to the original virus or they did something to us. Something to stop us from going out of control.”

“What does any of this have to do with destroying the security control systems?” Ensign Trimble asked, “I have an idea or two on how to do it, but I don’t get the ‘why’?”

“Commander Belis told me this experiment has to end,” Travs explained, “He said he’d arrange a surveillance outage so we could have a little talk, and we could either decide to take our chances with Captain Harth and his plan, or we could try to end things on our terms. If we decided to help him, we’re supposed to destroy the security surveillance control systems. That will disable the surveillance systems, and at least give us a chance to get the drop on Harth and his supporters.”

“How much of the crew is with Belis?” Vanheath asked.

“Nurse Bayles,” Mayle said, “Ensign Sebbit. Ensign Ianda. Um…Doctor Wolfman…”

There was an uproar from the Howlers.

“There is NO WAY that butcher is on OUR SIDE!” Porkchop shouted, “Do you know how many tissue samples he’s taken??”

“Il a mis tellement de sondes dans mon cul!” Sly yelled, “Tabernac!”

“Look, we don’t know how much danger these people have been in,” Travs said, “If they had to keep up the act then so that they could help us now, then so be it! But we have to decide whether or not we want to take our chances with the way things were, or find a way to get off this ship and out of this mess!”

The two Howler teams immediately broke apart, huddled and started chattering.

“It is not MATTER how small the probes were,” Syl shouted at something Nacht had said, “They were not on mine own terms!”

As the Howlers bickered, Travs kept glancing at her chrono. Finally, she’d had enough. “Look pups, we can-”

“NON!” Syl cut her off, “We are not ‘the pups’ right now. The time for the cuteness is ended. We are being used, and if what he,” his hand snapped out to point at Mayle “has found is true, we will be soon being disposable. We will not be ‘the pups’, it will be le temps de sortir les poubelles!”

“And that time to take out the garbage is going to be right now if we’re still talking about this when the surveillance system comes back up!” Travs snapped right back, “So are we doing this, or are we trying to keep things the way they are?”

Nacht and Vanheath looked to their teams for a moment.

“We’re doing this,” Vanheath said.

“But we’re NOT doing this Belis’ way,” Nacht added.

“And I have some thoughts on that,” Mayle chimed in, “But first things first,”

“OK,” Travs nodded, “Trimble, Vanheath, you’re with me. The rest of you wait for us here,”

They started for the door. Morreth moved to follow them, but Vanheath stopped him with one hand.

“Give me that,” he plucked Morreth’s comm-badge off his chest, “I might be willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but you send the smallest squeak to Harth or Belis and I will tear you apart,”

To his surprise, Morreth simply nodded.



As soon as Travs left, Morreth turned to one of the few mission support panels in the Den showing any sign of life. He started tapping away, but only managed a few commands before Nacht pushed him away.

“What do you think you’re doing??” he demanded, “Sending a warning message to Captain Harth? Trying to suck your next promotion out of his-”

“I’m pulling up all our personnel files and records,” Morreth interrupted, “Then I’m going to Science Lab Three to pull the USS Vilkas database. My last stop will be Sickbay, for all our medical records. Every. Last. Ruthless. Experiment.”

“I…WHAT?” Nacht’s eyes bugged out, “You think Wolfman is going to just let you walk in and take his secret, prize data that just happens to expose him as a..a…torturer!?”

“He sure will,” Mayle almost reeled as the realization dawned on him, “In fact, I bet he’ll be waiting right there to hand it to you, personally. Just like Ensign Sebbit is going to have the Vilkas and Farkas databases ready to go.”

“C’est pourquoi vous avez embrassé les culs des officiers supérieurs????” Syl exclaimed.

“Enough babe, turn on your translator!” Paulson didn’t even wait for him to comply, just reached over and squeezed his comm-badge.

“You’ve been kissing senior officer ass so you can get their records?” Syl demanded.

“No, Belis recruited me and made sure I had ties with the senior staff, to make sure at least one Howler was on their good side.” Morreth said, “And so that the rest of the crew was used to seeing me coming and going! And wouldn’t stop me!”

“Like they might stop Travs or the rest of us?” Mayle gestured for Nacht to allow Morreth to work. He hesitated for a moment, then moved back. Morreth nodded at Mayle, then quickly downloaded the data to an isolinear chip.

“They might,” Morreth said, “And they might stop me anyway.”

“Multi-prong attack,” Paulson nodded, “So which prong are you?”

Syl didn’t give him the chance to reply, “You’re going to whistle-blow, aren’t you? That’s why you’re taking the data.”

“That’s the plan,” Morreth grimaced, “Take every piece of data we have on the Vilkas, the Farkas, the Howlers, and make it fully public. Starfleet Intelligence can’t deny we exist, a few Admirals probably go on trial for war crimes and maybe, someday, we can all go back to our old lives.”

“And a cure?” Paulson asked.

Morreth didn’t reply.

“You hate this idea,” Nacht accused, “I can see it on your face. You LOVE being a Howler, you’ll never let them end it,”

“I leak the data, Belis lets me go,” Morreth replied. “That’s the deal. You all can chase after cures or ‘ethics board protections’,” scorn dripped from his words, “Me, I’m looking for a quiet place to…to be what I was meant to be,”

“You won’t just run?” Syl demanded, “You will do Belis’ bidding?”

“Belis is actually right,” Paulson had one arm around Syl and was trying to calm him. Porkchop was at her other side, but simply looked lost in thought, “We need to burst this thing open like a messy, disgusting boil. No plausible deniability, no sweeping it under the rug.”

“And Harth will fight to the end to stop that,” Porkchop finally spoke. He moved to Syl’s other side, putting an arm around their partner.

Mayle looked thoughtfully at Morreth. “The slaver ship. That’s why Belis insisted we take it. You’re supposed to run off in that thing, and hope the Farkas can’t track you.”

“Oh!” Syl gently eased himself away from Paulson and Porkchop then started rummaging around in a storage bin. After a moment he pulled out a couple of blank chips, “Make a few copies of that data. I have better idea!”



For all the build-up, trashing the security control array was surprisingly easy. Whatever had hit the ship had left the door stuck half-open, and several access panels had been knocked off the array itself. Trimble looked into one open panel for about ten seconds before grabbing a piece of metallic debris and tossing it in. There was a brief explosion of sparks, then a neighbouring panel flew across the room as the array puked its optrontic guts all over the floor.

“You get that from a ‘Tech For Dummies’ book?” Vanheath asked.

“No,” Trimble replied, “But that’s how I failed third year ODN circuit repair at the Academy,”

They were halfway back to the Howlers Den when the ship shook again. Even more lights and panels went dim. Travs quickly stopped to examine a ship status board.

“Let’s get back to the Den,” Travs motioned with one arm.

They’d no sooner made it back to the Howler’s Den when Syl and Nacht pulled them right back out the door. They nearly ran down the empty corridors to one of the Jefferies tubes, down two decks, over to another vertical tube, then finally stopped at a junction.

“If Harth has the slightest suspicion of sabotage, the Den was going to be the first place he’d look,” Nacht told Travs, handing her a tricorder with an isolinear chip plugged in, “Morreth and Mayle are getting all the records from Sickbay and the Science Lab. It’s what Belis had planned for them. We need to get into position so they can dump the data to us.”

“I thought I told you to stay put! I don’t recall planning any data dumps or ‘positioning’,” Travs said, but she took the tricorder.

“We were thinking while you were gone, and we know what we want to do.” Syl quickly explained their plan.

Travs nodded, but her lips pressed tightly together.

“It’s a good plan,” she said, “But what makes you think Harth isn’t just going to blast us to pieces as soon as we leave the ship?”

“Sensor-jamming-” Paulson started, but Travs cut her off.

“I don’t care what schemes Belis is running,” she said, “every shuttle, life-pod, impounded slaver ship and environment suit has been stuffed with enough tracking devices the light up this whole quadrant,”

“That’s why we need to eject the Farkas’ warp core,” Syl said excitedly, “Poof. No pursuit!”

Travs nodded thoughtfully.

“I’ll do it from the bridge. Belis might be keeping Harth distracted right now, but if he’s been helping us all this time…” she paused, her face suddenly looking tired, “We can’t just leave him out to dry,”

“We might be able to just beam him off before we jump to warp,” Mayle suggested.

“No,” Travs shook her head, “I have my own plan in mind.”

“I’m going with you,” Vanheath said, stepping over to her, “Whatever you have planned, you can’t take on the entire bridge crew on your own,”

“Jacob,” Travs objected.

“No choice,” he said flatly.

Travs looked around, then lowered her voice. “This is Starfleet Intelligence. There’s going to be a backup plan. There’s always a backup plan.”

“I know,” he said, then tilted his head as if he’d just had an idea, “Let me be yours.



Up on the Farkas bridge, Belis was working frantically at one of the panels. Travs’ forty minutes were up. He’d stretched his repairs as much as he could, almost to the optimistic forty-five minute mark. But if he didn’t restore power to the security systems, Harth would be suspicious.

“Rerouting power,” he announced. There was a low groan as the bridge lights came back up, then a flicker.

“The security array is still offline,” Lt Miller called out, “My readouts show massive damage to the controller circuitry on Deck 4,”

“How massive?” Harth asked slowly.

“Primary and backup systems are down,” Miller said at once, “There’s no way the electrical discharge did this, sir,”

“Security to the Howler’s Den” Belis barked, hoping they had better sense than to hang around. He’d known that as soon as they found the damage to the security array the Howlers would be the prime suspects, but with any luck they should be off the ship any minute now. He just had to keep security away from the shuttlebay, and hope Travs and her people didn’t try anything stupid! He turned back to Harth, only to find the Captain’s phaser aimed straight at his face.

“Captain?” he asked, doing his best to look confused.

“You’re nowhere near as clever as you think,” Harth said coldly, “I’ve seen you work that security grid like it was a piano. You expect me to believe you’ve been doing repairs all this time without noticing the controller was damaged?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Belis said, slowly raising his hands, “With the power outages, I couldn’t get any diagnostic-”

“And I suppose it’s a coincidence that you put us on a course that just happened to bring us too close to the asteroid fragments? And exposed us to conditions that resulted in the ship being disabled?” Harth gestured to Miller, “Tell your people going to the Den that any Howler in wolf form is to be killed on sight,”



Morreth staggered up to Sickbay, Mayle’s arm draped around his shoulder as the other man tried to pretend he was injured. It was turning into a recurring theme for him, but at least this time it was a bit easier to keep a grimace on his face. Morreth might be small, pasty and nerd-like for a Klingon, but he still had a warrior’s body odour.

The doors hissed open and they staggered through. Wolfman saw them and immediately handed his hypospray to Nurse Bayles. But instead of handing them a data chip, he slung Mayle’s other arm over his shoulder and guided them towards an empty bed. Bayles gave a pointed look at the other nurse, who quickly started herding the two other patients out of Sickbay, going on about ‘classified procedures’. Rather than looking surprised, the two crewman just rolled their eyes with an air of ‘oh SI, here we go again’.

“Uh, doc,” Morreth muttered, “Sort of in a hurry,”

“I know,” Wolfman said, getting Mayle situated, “Nurse? I need a protoplaster, 20ccs ectrozine and…well, you know.”

“Yes, Doctor,” Bayles quickly came over and discreetly slipped Morreth a data chip. Then she vanished into the back of Sickbay.

“Doc, we really don’t-”

“Are you making copies of the data?” Wolfman asked, noticing the outline of additional chips in Mayle’s pocket as he slipped up the man’s tunic, exposing his belly, “Good idea. Here, give me that,” He grabbed the chip Bayles had given Morreth, one of the blanks from Mayle and quickly copied it.

“I don’t want to know your plan or where you’re going,” Wolfman said, not giving them the chance to speak, “Just listen. Ensign Mayle, you are infected with the Howler virus. The original virus, from the Vilkas. We managed to push it into remission after the incident. I have a more detailed message for you on the chip, but what you need to know now is that we’ve been using your antibodies and neurotransmitters to create a serum that, well, moderates Howler behaviour.”

Bayles had returned carrying the stasis chamber containing Felix, Mayle’s cat. “Aww, poor kitty,” Morreth sighed.

“Yes,” Wolfman said. With Bayles assistance he quickly extracted the lump of flesh he’d hidden under a patch of loose skin on Felix’s belly. He turned to Mayle, readying the protoplaster.

“Whoah, whoah, that’s the thing you took out of Travs!” Mayle nearly jumped off the bed before Bayles pushed him down with surprising strength.

“It’s a collection of bio-engineered cells that will grow into a gland that will produce the same serum we’ve been making from your blood,” Wolfman deftly cut the lump in two, then with a series of quick cuts implanted half of it next to Mayle’s spleen. In seconds Mayle was shakily getting off the bed. Wolfman quickly started repeating the process with Morreth.

“How did I have the original virus?” Mayle asked, “Do you mean it wasn’t an animal attack that-”

“The details are on the chip,” Wolfman cut him off, “We don’t have time. But every Howler will need a piece of this to grow their own glands, otherwise the original virus will eventually re-assert itself and they’ll…go feral.”

“You saw the Vilkas records,” Bayles shuddered, her eyes meeting Mayles, “That’s…that’s what will happen again without the serum, a gland to produce it, or a cure. And we don’t have a cure yet.”

“Will we still be able to change?” Morreth asked, looking more worried about that possibility than he was about the hole currently in his side.

“Yes, yes,” Wolfman waved him away, “Neither the gland or the serum has any effect on that. Only what we had to do with Mayle’s immune system to produce the serum had that effect, and even then it’s not an actual cure.”

Wolfman closed the incision in Morreth’s side, then turned and grabbed Mayle by both arms, “Now listen to me, because this is important. We’re risking our lives to get your people out of here and expose this…this…travesty. But if even one of you loses control and goes on another rampage, people will think it justifies what Starfleet Intelligence has done to you. Everyone. Needs. An. Implant. Directions are on the chip, try not to kill each other with surgery. Nurse, serum.”

Bayles handed them each several vials of bluish liquid. “Better to have some of this on hand if you need it.” Suddenly one of the consoles started beeping. Nurse Bayles rushed over.

“Security was just dispatched to the Howler’s Den,” she said.

“You’ve already seen Ensign Sebbit?” Wolfman asked.

“Yes,” Mayles answered.

“Then whatever you’re doing, do it fast. The jig is up,”



Belis kept his hands perfectly still and took a slow breath.

“Captain Harth,” he said, “We need to move quickly if we’re going to stop whatever Travs and her people are planning!” Please, he thought silently to himself, please let their plan be a rapid and stealthy getaway on the slaver ship. If he could just keep Harth distracted long enough for the Howlers to get away…

“Travs and her people aren’t going anywhere,” Harth glanced over to Miller, who nodded.

“Security is converging on the Howlers Den and on the Deck 4 surveillance control room,” Miller reported.

“The real question,” Harth asked, “is why you brought us close enough to this apparently volatile listening post and allowed the ship to be damaged.”

Stall. Delay. Buy time. Belis thought, Any second now they’ll get an alert from the shuttlebay…

The doors to the turbolift hissed opened and Lt Commander Travs stepped out and started moving towards the tactical station.

“I don’t care what you think, Lt Morreth is…oh.” she noticed the standoff in the center of the bridge, “I’m sorry, am I interrupting?”

“Just what do you think you’re doing here?” Belis’ voice was nearly a growl, the anger in his eyes very, very real.

Harth didn’t even give her the chance to answer. “Stop right there,” he snapped, then gestured to Miller. Miller drew his phaser and aimed it directly at Travs. “Lt Commander, you will report to the brig and confine yourself and your team there until this situation is resolved.”

Travs looked quickly around the bridge as her security training kicked in. Harth had his phaser on Belis, who was standing there with his hands above his head. Miller was now pointing his phaser at her, but his thumb was nowhere near the trigger yet. Ensign Yurkar was keeping her eyes carefully on the helm console, her grey skin beginning to glisten with…sweat? Opposite Miller at the Ops console was Ensign Fraks, his dark amethyst eyes flashing as they darted around, taking in the scene.

OK. She knew Belis was out to help her. Harth clearly wasn’t. Miller appeared to be loyal to Harth, and Yurkar probably was just trying to do her job. Fraks…Fraks was so hostile to the Howlers that she had a sneaking suspicion he was putting on the same act as Belis. The lad dost protest too much, methinks.

“I don’t want any trouble,” she said, holding her hands in front of her…putting them over head would take them too far from her phaser. Harth, Miller, Fraks or Yurkar? She might be able to stun one of them, but that was it. If she didn’t stun Harth, he’d shoot Belis and it would be a toss-up as to whether she’d be able to pivot to him in time…but only if she shot Miller first. If she shot Fraks or Yurkar, Miller would shoot her before she could pivot to Harth. Unless Miller wasn’t loyal to Harth. Oh boy.

“Then leave,” Belis said, “Now. That’s an order.”

“Respectfully sir,” she replied, “I can’t walk off the bridge with one Starfleet officer holding another at phaser-point. Two officers,” she corrected, giving Miller a somewhat accusatory look.

Miller didn’t flinch, didn’t give the slightest sign that he was uncomfortable with the situation. OK. So the likelihood that he was loyal to Harth just went way up, which was bad.

“Please sir,” Belis said, turning back to Harth, “I’m not your enemy here,”

There was a burst of motion from the helm as Yurkar spun around and fired her phaser, stunning Harth. Travs jumped to the side as Miller fired, grabbing for her phaser but missing him as he ducked under the tactical console.

“OPS!” Travs shouted.

“No, wait!” Belis cried out. But before he even finished the emergency escape hatch hear the bridge viewscreen popped open and Vanheath surged out, firing his phaser at Ops. He hit Fraks dead center, the Xenxian officer falling against the rear panel and slowly sliding to the deck with a very surprised look on his fase.

Belis scrambled to put the helm console between him and Miller, who managed to stun Yurkar.

“You idiot!” he hissed at Travs, “Fraks was on our side! And Miller’s going to be calling for reinforcements!”

“Well thanks for telling me that!” Travs had managed to scramble over behind Fraks’ Ops panel. She and Vanheath hadn’t figured out much of a plan other than ‘Wait behind the emergency access until I tell you where to shoot.’ Certainly less sophisticated than what had apparently been Yurkar waiting for Belis to say a certain phrase before coming to his defence. Turning her attention to the panel, she could see a flashing alert on one screen: the shuttlebay doors were opening! If she could just keep Miller busy until they were far enough for the slaver ship to get away!

“Miller to Engineering! The bridge is compromised! Transfer control to-”

“Oh no you don’t!” Travs fired her phaser in an effort to keep him down, then started tapping at the Ops panel. Transporters were still down, but it was an effort to block Engineering from locking them out, “Belis! Cover Vanheath!”

“Engineering to bridge! We have an unauthorized launch from the shuttlebay!”

“Pursuit-” Miller ducked as Belis fired another shot. The turbolift doors opened to reveal a squad of security officers, and Belis and Vanheath were both suddenly busy trying to defend the choke point, “Pursuit course! Don’t let them get out of range!”

“Vanheath! Now!” Travs shouted.

“I can’t get to the Engineering console!” Vanheath shouted back, “Not until we can lock down the turbolifts!”

“I can keep Engineering from locking us out, or I can lock out the turbolifts,” Travs said, “Doing both at once is a problem!”

Belis finally managed to hit Miller, sending the tactical officer spinning to the floor. “What are you trying to do?” he shouted at Vanheath, turning his attention back to the turbolifts.

“Eject the warp core so the Farkas can’t chase down the escaping slaver ship!”

“Oh for,” Belis rolled his eyes, “Computer! Emergency warp core ejection, authorization Belis Tango-tango-four-two-foxtrot!”

There was a confirming beep, then a slight jolt.

“Warp core ejected,” the computer announced.

“You couldn’t have just told me that five minutes ago?” Belis asked. He jumped over to the tactical panel and started locking down the turbolifts.

“I…um. Well.” Vanheath shrugged sheepishly.

There was a groan as Harth stared to regain consciousness. Travs and Vanheath exchanged a look, Travs giving him a slight nod.

“Vanheath to Syl,” he tapped his com-badge, “The Farkas has been neutralized. Godspeed.”

“Acknowledged,” Sly replied, “Time to see how fast that slaver ship can go,”

Travs checked her panel, sure enough the slaver ship was powering up to jump to warp.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Harth gasped, pulling himself to a sitting position, “You can’t let those animals loose!”

“Can’t we?” Travs asked mildly. She looked down at her console. Engineering was apparently a bit too busy dealing with the missing warp core to continue their efforts to lock them out. She relinquished the panel to Vanheath, then moved to guard Harth.

She thought Harth was reaching for his head. She’d been stunned by a phaser enough times to know how much of a headache it caused, and his hand was careful to avoid his com-badge. Even when he started rubbing the back of his neck instead of his head, she didn’t think anything was off. But she was surprised when he suddenly grabbed one of his rank pips, squeezing it and shouting “SILVER BULLET!”

Travs stunned him, but Vanheath’s panel was already beeping.

“There’s a ship decloaking ahead!” Vanheath cried out, “Intrepid-class! Transponder reads…reads…” his eyes widened “USS Vilkas! They’re arming weapons!”

“On screen!” Belis ordered. With Harth unconscious again, Travs took the helm console. A ship identical to the Farkas appeared on screen, barrelling towards them at full impulse. Travs glaced at her panel and saw the shields were still offline, but before she could say anything the Vilkas shot right past them, her nacelle pylons shifting to warp configuration as she shot off, chasing after the slaver ship.

“So,” Belis crossed his arms, “Harth has had a little shadow following us the entire time. I’ve always wondered what happened to the Vilkas after the massacre. And now we have to pray that your people can either outrun them, outmanoeuvre them, or give them the slip.”

“Not a surprise that Starfleet Intelligence would have a backup plan,” Travs said, “In fact, we were counting on it. Vanheath, are you still reading them?”

“The Vilkas is still pursuing the slaver ship,” Vanheath reported, “They’ll overtake them in two minutes, but they’re already too far out for short-range sensors.”

“So now what?” Belis asked, “We sit here until they finish blowing up your people and come back to finish the job?”

“No,” Travs spun towards him and pulled out one of the chips Mayle had given her, “Now you broadcast a distress signal with every erg of power you have. You include live footage of the Vilkas, and all the Howler data you can manage.” There was another beep at the console. She glanced over and nodded, “Which is exactly what the slaver ship is doing right now. I just doubt it will get much out before the Vilkas blows it up. But you’ll get enough out that Starfleet Intelligence won’t be able to cover this incident up.”

“Maybe,” Belis said slowly, but he tapped at the tactical panel, “Broadcasting distress signal and sensor readings.” He turned back to her, “That insurance policy might work for the Farkas, and it might work for the crew and I.” His voice suddenly grew very angry again, “But you’re dead the second they finish killing your team! You ignorant, stupid…after everything I’ve done, after everything this crew has done to try to save you, to throw your lives away-”

“Can it, Commander,” Travs said with a smile, “We have a backup plan of our own. But we had to get Harth to show his hand first. And…as much as we’ve hated each other over the past two years, we didn’t want to leave you behind.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Belis sneered, “I’m not abandoning my people and running off with you. Thank you for the offer, but no. And I certainly hope you’ve put better thought into your own escape!”

“We have,” She tapped her com-badge, “Syl, Belis has decided to stay here. Two to beam up.”

“Yes ma’am,”

Belis’ jaw dropped as Travs and Vanheath vanished in a whirl of transporter sparks. It dropped even further as the ship shuddered slightly, then his panel beeped to alert him to the unauthorized departure of…

“The aeroshuttle??” Belis blinked, then started to laugh, “They stole the aeroshuttle???

He was sitting in the command chair, still chuckling when the turbolift doors hissed open and another security team rushed in. They looked around in confusion at the bridge full of stunned bodies, but with no Howlers or other hostiles in sight. Only their first officer, sitting calmly in his chair and raising his hands over his head.

“Well done, Lt Commander,” Belis murmured, watching the screen as the small craft normally docked on the underside of the saucer vanished into warp.

“Everybody always forgets about the fucking aeroshuttle!”
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Who Let the Dogs Out?

“I’ve got them!” Mayle called from the small transporter control panel aboard the USS Farkas’ unnamed aeroshuttle as Travs and Vanheath materialized on the tiny pad. Actually, let’s name it. That will make this story easier. If runabouts are named after rivers, then aeroshuttles are named after…lakes? Because they don’t move as often as runabouts? OK. It’s the USS Lac-des-Loupes. Yes, it’s a real lake, in a real French-speaking part of the world that isn’t France. Or Belgium. Look, it’s in Quebec, OK?

“Go!” Morreth snapped at Syl, seated at helm, “Opposite direction the Vilkas went! Go go go!”

“Yes, I am going, I am going,” Syl brought up the warp drive, the stars in the cockpit windows elongating into starlines as the aeroshuttle…er…the Lac-des-Loupes shot off into warp and away from the USS Vilkas.

“Trimble, Packman, do you have that sensor-scrambler online yet?” Morreth demanded.

“No,” Packman called from the aft of the ship, “Those slavers did not use Starfleet standard connectors!”

“Hurry up,” Morreth said, “If the Vilkas manages to get back and track us, they’ll blow this little ship out of the water faster than a targ swallowing a vole!”

“I found another tracking device,” Crewman Vorns abruptly popped out of the head, “That’s three. Fancy tricorder of yours says there aren’t any more,”

“Keep looking,” Morreth ordered.

The aeroshuttle was basically an oversized captain’s yacht and a concession to the fact that the Intrepid-class ships had a single, tiny shuttlebay that was really good for nothing other than launching a couple small shuttlecraft. Runabouts were hit-or-miss…often literally, given the constrained space of the bay. So rather than a small captain’s yacht docked on the underside of the saucer, the Intrepid-class ships had a support craft slightly larger than a runabout. Like many compromises, it satisfied everyone but pleased no one. Practically speaking, the aeroshuttles on the Intrepid-class ships tended to be ignored, unused and generally forgotten about.

Which made the Lac-des-Loupes a perfect getaway vehicle for the Howlers. And as far as Travs was concerned, Morreth and Belis’ efforts to position the unnamed (and it’s staying unnamed) slaver ship as their obvious getaway vehicle was a giant reason to find an alternate escape plan…and to use the slaver ship as a distraction. They had no way of knowing that Harth’s superiors had another ship secretly lurking nearby, monitoring every move the Farkas made. They just knew that there would be a backup plan, and that they’d need every advantage. So Packman and Trimble had been sent to yank the sensor-jammer out of the slaver ship before sending it on its pre-programmed course away from the Farkas.

“Report,” Travs said, stepping over from the small transporter alcove.

“We’re at maximum warp…which isn’t that fast on this bucket,” Morreth reported, “Warp 5.5 and change. Starfleet specs say Warp 5, but SI seems to have upgraded this one…might make it to Warp 6 if we push it. All Howlers are accounted for. The Vilkas and the slaver ship are out of sensor range, but the slaver ship is no longer transmitting. We have a fix on the Farkas. She’s out of the dust envelope, and broadcasting at full power. No idea how long it will be before the Vilkas gets back, but for them to take any action against the Farkas at this point would be…high risk.”

“So the slaver ship has probably been destroyed. Do we know if anyone’s picked up either of the broadcasts?” Mayle asked.

“I’m monitoring Federation and Starfleet standard frequencies,” Paulson reported, “It’s been a while since I did a normal communications job…no reaction so far, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“If the full story doesn’t get out, there’s nothing to stop the people behind this from disappearing both us and the crew of the Farkas,” Travs mused.

“And if we broadcast, the Vilkas will chase us down next and blast us to pieces,” Syl spoke up from the helm console. Next to him, Ensign Nacht was taking over the Ops panel.

“Even if we did make a clean getaway, we need to keep a low-profile,” Travs shook her head, then spoke slightly louder, “And a sensor-jamming system would really help!”

“We don’t need any unsubtle hints to tell us we must hurry up,” Packman called back.

“Teal, I found the ‘Conduit Adapters for Dummies’ write-up!” they heard Trimble say.

“So we need to find a lower-risk way to get the data out,” Mayle frowned, “And someplace to hide.”

“The Farkas has started transmitting a tactical feed!” Paulson interrupted.

The tiny tactical station started beeping. Vanheath jumped into the chair, stared for a moment at the unfamiliar controls, then started tapping.

“The Vilkas has intercepted the Farkas,” he reported, reading the incoming data, “We’re outside of sensor range, I can’t see anything that’s not on the feed. Looks like the Farkas managed to get her shields up.”

“Are we on the Farkas’ sensors?” Travs asked.

“No, and if they’re getting any tracking signals from this ship it’s not on their tactical overlay. But our warp trail sure is!” Vanheath replied, “The Vilkas is firing! I don’t know what they’re hitting them with, but the Farkas’ shields are down to fifty percent!”

“We need that jammer, guys!” Travs called again.

“We need you to stop interrupting us, ma’am!” came Packman’s answer.

“Owwww! Pay attention to what you’re doing!” they could hear Trimble scolding him.

Vanheath and Paulson both saw the feed from the Farkas dissolve briefly before returning.

“I think they’re targeting the Farkas’ subspace transceiver array,” Paulson said, “They want to shut them up,”

The feed showed the Vilkas unload another phaser barrage, this time when the feed dissolved into static it didn’t come back.

“They’ll be after us next,” Mayle said nervously.

“Should I prepare to transmit?” Paulson asked.

“No,” Travs said immediately, “The Farkas’ transmitter was far more powerful than whatever’s on this little thing. If no one heard them, there’s no way they’ll hear us. Maintain course. Nacht? Is there anywhere nearby we can hide?”

“The Badlands are about two hours away,” Nacht replied, having been looking around the local neighbourhood while the other discussions were happening, “No way we can get there before-”

“I have a warp signature at the extreme edge of our sensor range, due aft!” Vanheat interrupted, “Can’t tell yet, but probably about the right size for an Intrepid-class starship.

“Before that happens,” Nacht finished.

“How long until they overtake us?” Travs asked.

“They’re at warp…whoah! They just jumped to Warp 9.975, so I’d guess they just saw us! Um…interception in four minutes! Torpedo range in two!”

“Shields?”

“I’d have to divert power from engines. This is a glorified captain’s yacht, not a fighter,”

“Do we have anyone with engineering training?” Morreth asked, “Someone who could…I don’t know…reverse polarize the tachyon replication?”

“We are the ones with engineering training,” Packman called up from the aft compartment.

“And that’s terrible techno-babble, sir,” Trimble added.

“Look, if you two paid half as much attention to your work as you did to eavesdropping, you’d be done by now!” Morreth snapped back.

Conversation dropped off, with Vanheath keeping an update on time to torpedo range while Trimble and Packman frantically worked in the aft section. The remainder of the Howlers were doing their best to stay out of the way of those who had actual tasks. Crewmen Johnson and Vorns had seated themselves at the small table next to the food replicator, while Ensign Porkchop had climbed into one of the narrow bunks. Mayle wasn’t really involved in the current situation, but for some reason was maintaining his position at the small transporter console.

“They’re in range!” Vanheath snapped, “They’ve fired one, two…three torpedos! They’re shooting to kill!”

“Packman!” Travs shouted.

“Almost!”

“Syl, evasive! 000 mark 50, then drop us out of warp!”

“They’ll catch us!”

“Just do it!”

The aeroshuttle pulled up, making an abrupt courses change upwards before dropping out of warp.

“Full about, 180 mark 0!” Travs ordered, “Maximum warp!”

Syl obeyed, turning the little ship completely around before jumping back into warp.

If they’d been anything other than starships travelling at hundreds of times the speed of light, the manoeuvre would have been completely pointless. As it was, with the Vilkas travelling at Warp 9.975 and her torpedoes moving slightly faster, they flashed past the Lac-des-Loupes and halfway to the next star system before even realizing anything had happened. With the Lac-des-Loupes now travelling in the opposite direction at it’s slower (but still impressive) speed, the Vilkas was out of sensor range again before they were able to come about.

“Sensor-jammer is online,” Packman called.

“Set course to try to keep us out of their sensor range,” Travs didn’t even hesitate, “Periodic course changes to obscure our warp trail. Maximum warp.”

“The Vilkas is back within sensor range,” Vanheath reported, “They’re moving along our previous course.”

“Shut down non-essential systems,” Morreth ordered, “Get our emissions profile down. We don’t know what sort of sensors that ship has, or how well this jammer is going to work.”

It was slow going, even with Packman and Trimble now available to help. They were Starfleet officers, yes. But they’d spent anywhere from the past few months to two years focusing on their skills as a werewolf kill squad, of all things. Working the stations in the small cockpit and getting back into the ebb and flow of operating a starship were bringing those skills back, but they were definitely rusty.

“Any indication they’ve detected us?” Travs asked.

Vanheath tapped his panel, then put a tactical display on the cockpit window overlay. The Farkas was out of sensor range, assuming she hadn’t been destroyed, but her last known position was marked. A small icon represented their ship, moving quickly away from another icon representing the Vilkas. A projected course line showed the Vilkas’ heading, which was still following their old course directly opposite their escape from the Farkas.

“No sign they’re picking us up,” Vanheath reported, “But they’re going to find our warp trail soon.” The icon representing the Vilkas changed from solid to an outline. “We’re out of sensor range.”

“We need to get to the Badlands without them detecting us,” Travs mused, “We can’t keep playing cat and mouse,”

“Random course change,” Syl announced, “Well, it is not actually being that random, and am make trying get us close to the Badlands. But without looking like that is what I am doing.”

“Did everyone else forget that the Vilkas has a full-on cloaking device?” Morreth asked, “We saw them decloak. They could have cloaked and parked right on top of us already!”

“Do you know a way to detect them while cloaked from this little dingy?” Vanheath asked.

“Well…no,” Morreth admitted.

“Then shut up.”

“This thing is basically a runabout,” Mayle said thoughtfully, “Does it have microtorpedos? That we could set with proximity fuses?”

“Umm…” Vanheath checked, “Yes. Yes it does. With a combined yield that might, and I say might, leave a slight scorch mark on their hull.”

“But if they hit one, they might wonder what else we’ve dropped,” Mayle continued.

Travs thought for a few moments while her officers continued to pitch ideas. A thought occured, “Nacht, any inhabitable planets along our way?”

“Um…one marginally. Class-L, about half an hour away.”

“Packman, Trimble, is there anything we can do about our warp trail?”

“I found an article on ‘How to Obscure your Warp Trail and Escape your Parents’,” Trimble said, “But I don’t know if it’s reputable. It looks like it’s for teenagers trying to sneak away to concerts. Or for unsanctioned mating.”

“Try it,” Travs ordered, “Obscuring the warp trail, not the unsanctioned mating. Syl, get us there but keep changing course. Everyone else, grab a tricorder. I have an idea.”

“Party pooper,” Syl sighed.



Aboard the USS Vilkas, Captain Ast Kubari sat calmly in the captain’s chair, his black Section 31 uniform gleaming under the bridge lights.

“I thought our sensors were modified to see through the Farkas’ sensor-reflective shields,” he demanded.

“Whatever they’re using, it’s not Federation technology,” replied his Science Officer, “It’s not a cloaking device, but some sort of masking. We’re still picking up their warp trail, but it’s become…diffuse? I can’t get an exact courses, just a probability cone.”

“Which we can’t follow at anything above Warp 6,” the Tactical Officer growled, “Or we risk overshooting them,”

“Any sign they’re transmitting?” Kubari asked.

“No indications of any broadcasts.” the Operations Officer reported, “They might have a tight-beam transmission, but we wouldn’t know until whatever they were doing hit the normal communications networks.”

“And Section 31 is already at its limit trying to contain the damage from what the Farkas managed to transmit before we shut them down!” Kubari fumed, “Everyone on that damned ship is going to get a full mind-wipe!”

He stood from his chair, calm facade completely erased as he started pacing.

“Continue pursuit.”



“We’re approaching the planet,” Syl announced, “Dropping out of warp,”

“No sign of the Vilkas,” Vanheath said, “But they might be cloaked.”

“No warp trails?” Morreth asked, “We can detect cloaked ships with warp trails, right?”

“That doesn’t do us any good inside the system,” Nacht cut in, “We might know they’re in the system, or roughly where they arrived. But most ships don’t go warping around inside solar systems.”

“Beam down the payload,” Travs ordered, “Get the planet between us and our arrival point, then put some distance between us at impulse.”



“Coming out of warp,” the Helm Officer reported as the Vilkas smoothly shifted to sub-luminal velocity, “No ships on scanners,”

“Life-signs on the planet!” Tactical snapped, “Twelve of them, but faint. It’s almost like they’re being masked!”

“I am picking up deposits of kelbonite,” the Science Officer added excitedly, “They may be trying to use them to hide!”

“Ready an away team,” Kubari ordered, “We have them!”



Near the edge of the system, the aeroshuttle drifted quietly, velocity matching a nearby asteroid. They were keeping the planet within the very edge of sensor range, watching to see what the Vilkas did.

“They’re beaming down!” Vanheath announced, “They took the bait!”

“How long do you think it’s going to take them to realize they’re chasing a dozen tricorders modified to emit life-signs?” Mayle asked Travs.

“We’re less than ninety minutes from the Badlands, and we’ve managed to put a bit of a break in our warp trail,” she replied, “So hopefully long enough.” She turned to the helm, “Syl, full impulse until we’re out of sensor range. Then maximum haul-ass to the Badlands!”

“Maximum ass-haul, yes ma’am!”



“We’re entering the outer edges of the plasma storms,” Nacht announced from Ops. Almost as one, the Howlers released breaths they didn’t realize they were holding and relaxed muscles they hadn’t realized were tensed. They were safe.

The ship rocked as a spiralling swirl of energized plasma brushed just a bit too close for comfort, Syl cursed and pulled the ship onto a new heading.

Ok, they weren’t exactly safe. But they were at least safe from the Vilkas, for now. The Badlands were a massive series of ‘energetic phenomena’ stretching across a vast expanse between Bajoran and Cardassian space. The dust clouds and plasma storms were serious navigation hazards; small ships could usually make their way through with minimal damage but anything larger than a small escort craft was usually too slow to dodge the plasma discharges. The Maquis rebel group had conducted strikes against the Cardassian Union for years out of bases hidden in the Badlands, using the plasma storms to escape Cardassian and Federation patrols. And the USS Voyager had been yanked halfway across the galaxy by an alien force while searching for a Maquis ship…although that intra-galactic relocation wasn’t actually a result of the Badlands themselves. In any case, the Howlers use of the Badlands as a hiding place was just the latest in an ongoing series of fugitives looking for a safe escape.

“Bring us on a lateral heading to our original course,” Travs ordered, “I want to be as far as possible from our warp trail before the Vilkas figures out where we went.”

“No promise,” Syl gulped, “You know I am not the pilot, yes?”

“Yeah, neither is anyone else,” Travs replied dryly, “But you’re the one who sat at the helm station.”

“Merde” Syl muttered, “Never volunteer,”

“Anything on the communications nets?” Mayle asked Pauslon.

The plasma storm is causing too much interference,” she replied, “We’re going to have to either move clear of the storms, or drop a comm-buoy if we want to interface with the nearest subspace relay and access the Federnet.”

“And we’re not doing that until we’ve found a safe place to stop for a while,” Travs said.

Morreth was stroking his somewhat patchy attempt at a beard, trying to look pensive as he gazed out at the colourful swirls of plasma outside the window, “Ensign Mayle, perhaps now would be a good time to review the data that Dr. Wolfman gave you.”

“Hmm? Oh!” Mayle remember the data chip copy in his pocket, “Right. Um, we have to do surgery on everyone.”

“Tabernac!” Syl cursed, spinning around in his chair, “First Wolfman, now you? Is this contagious?”

“Relax,” Paulson soothed her partner, then tapped her panel “Look, there’s an EMH on board. But also, WTF Greg? Surgery!?”

Mayle quickly explained the bio-engineered gland, the serum Wolfman had used to keep them from following in the footsteps of the Vilkas Howlers, and how implanting cells from the gland would cause their bodies to produce the serum naturally without having any impact on their ability to change.

“He said there was more,” Mayle said, plugging the chip into his console, “God, I hope they’re OK on the Farkas.”

“I don’t think the Vilkas was shooting to kill,” Vanheath spoke up, “Not at them, anyway.”

“Yeah, but we don’t know what they might do to the crew,” Travs expression tightened, “These are the people who authorized this whole mess, don’t forget.”

“So we’re still on a time limit,” Morreth nodded, “Good! Then today is still a good-”

His attempt to complete the Klingon catch-phrase in his nasal voice was quickly drowned out by the rest of the Howlers expressing that he should can it.

“We still have to put more distance between us and the Vilkas before we do anything,” Travs decided, “Sean, how far are we from the Bajoran Sector?”

“Ummm…” Nacht tapped at the Ops panel, “Ummm…carry the three, account for local subspace curvature…um…well, it’s not that close. But not that far? It’s like halfway around the Badlands. Shorter if we go straight through, but…well that’s a great way to explode. The edges of the storms are far safer.”

“Keep us going in that general direction,” Travs said, “Stick to the edges of the storms. Even better, see if you we can get far enough out to access communications without giving away our location.

“Any particular reason we’re going towards Bajor?” Vanheath asked.

“Not Bajor, specifically. It’s something Belis said,” Travs said, thinking back to their meeting in Harth’s ready room, “About how the Founders of the Dominion would react if they found out elements of Starfleet were experimenting on and trying to kill beings with the ability to change their shape. We might have to send a distress call through the wormhole,”

“Calling on the Dominion for help?” Morreth looked at her like she was insane.

“Not the Dominion, the Founders,” Travs amended, “The Changelings. One of the few races in the galaxy who can understand the position we’re in.”

Everyone become silent at that. Mayle went back to digging through Wolfman’s files. He found one labelled ‘Confession’ and decided that would be a good place to start. The other Howlers jumped and spun around as Wolfman’s image appeared on one of the side screens.

“I’m Dr. Brent Wolfman, USS Farkas, Starfleet Intelligence, service number 739-22-89G,” the recording began, “And if you’re seeing this, I’m either dead, had my memory erased, or just maybe found someone who might actually be able to get this into the right hands. Or you’re Section 31 and you’ve caught on to the fact that I’ve been working to undermine your little operation, in which case kindly go fuck yourself.”

“This is my full confession and record of my involvement in the Howlers Initiative,” the recording went on, “An attempt by first Starfleet Intelligence, then Section 31, to harness the victims of a mutagenic virus as a clandestine, extra-judicial assassination team. If you don’t know who Section 31 is, count yourself lucky and don’t try to find out. Just accept that SI is taking their marching orders from them, in this case.”

“Guys,” Travs called to the aft compartment as everyone’s jaws dropped, “You might want to come see this,”

Vanheath noticed Syl staring slack-jawed at the screen, a swirling plasma storm dead ahead.

“SYL!” he shouted. The French officer spun back to his panel, then pulled the ship away from the storm.

“Oopsies,” Syl said sheepishly.

“Let’s take this to the aft compartment,” Vanheath suggested, “Syl, Nacht, you guys can watch it later.”



“The original Howler virus was found on a Dominion courier ship that had been attacked by Orion pirates. It was reported to the Dominion that nothing had survived, but in truth the Starfleet ship that found it had several crewmen fall ill after being exposed to a broken sample container found in the cargo hold. After one of them suddenly gained the ability to change shape into a large, wolf-like creature, the captain submitted an urgent report to Starfleet. It was intercepted at the highest levels of Starfleet Intelligence, who took the entire crew into custody. I was the Chief Medical Officer of that crew. The ship that SI sent to detain us was the USS Vilkas.”

“We studied the virus for a few months, but couldn’t figure out a cure, or how it worked. That’s when SI brought in a team of specialists. Of course nobody knew it at the time, but a few of us eventually learned that this was the start of Section 31’s involvement. They had technology I’d never seen before, and I was eager to learn more about it.”

On the screen, Wolfman sighed.

“Perhaps too eager. I let their promises of great advances in bio-engineering and genetic regeneration blind me to their methods. That’s on me, and I accept the responsibility.”

“We were starting to have serious problems with the infected crew members, which we’d already nicknamed Howlers at that point. I don’t think I have to explain why. They were becoming increasingly aggressive, fighting mostly among themselves for dominance but also having steadily escalating encounters with the crew even while in human form. I’m still not entirely sure what the final trigger was, but things got worse and worse until one day the Howlers went berserk. Killed half the crew before SI and Section 31 were able to kill them. Traumatized the rest of us. Only one Howler survived, having been critically wounded by a falling support beam through his abdominal cavity. Uh, for the record that was Ensign Gregory Mayle.”

Everyone turned to stare at Mayle, who was still staring raptly at the screen.

“Section 31 ordered his memory erased and had him placed in stasis while they continued their studies. They eventually determined the overall cause of the aggressive behaviour, certain hormonal build-ups and neurological…”

Wolfman went on for some time, detailing how they’d discovered the means to produce the serum that would in theory keep the Howlers more amicable, increasing their social dependence on each other, leading to the proposal to pair that with hypno-conditioning, and finally the launch of the Howlers Initiative and the USS Farkas’ mission.

“I don’t know who had the bright idea, but apparently one of the higher-ups thought that if we had a way to channel the Howler’s aggression, maybe they’d be easier to control. That’s where the idea to use them to target criminals who were otherwise untouchable by the Federation justice system came in. And to be fair, they weren’t wrong. Things looked promising, the new Howlers weren’t anywhere near as aggressive as the old ones, unless they were on a mission.”

“It was when I learned that they had been deliberately exposing unknowing officers to the virus that I started seriously questioning my role in this,” Wolfman paused, looking down at his desk, “They wanted people who wouldn’t be too difficult to disappear if thing went south, but no one already associated with SI or Section 31.” He looked back up, “Contriving elaborate scenarios to infect their chosen targets. Patting themselves on the back when the victims blamed their new status on animal attacks or freak occurrences. Sound familiar?”

“And then there was still what was becoming dangerous levels of tension between them and the crew. Who could blame them? Half of them had survived the Vilkas massacre, and the rest didn’t need a reason to be terrified of a squad of killing machines. So the higher-ups decided we needed a middle-man. Someone with a foot in both worlds.”

“This is when they had me remove Mayle from stasis, modifying his memories and deliberately keeping him in the dark about what had happened to him. Making up a bullshit story about how he got there, keeping his viral load suppressed too low to change and fully become part of the pack, forcing him to be the outsider by keeping his past tightly classified, use of psychological manipulation…” he shook his head, “Well, when Commander Belis suggested that we needed to start thinking about a way to get the Howlers out from under Section 31’s nose, I didn’t take much convincing.”

Wolfman abruptly straightened, composed himself and stared right into the camera.

“None of this excuses what I have done, both on orders from my superiors as part of the Howlers Initiative, but also of my own volition in an effort to position them for escape. And…and to make sure I was above suspicion in the eyes of Section 31. I deliberately subjected them to unnecessary experiments and medical procedures in order to keep Section 31 convinced of my disdain for the Howlers and my loyalty to their organization. Though I attempted to be as humane as possible in my means, this does not change the fact that my actions constitute gross violations of Interstellar and Federation Law.”

“I…” Wolfman swallowed, “I can only hope that my actions served the greater good. If everything goes according to plan, the Howlers are now in the proper care of Starfleet Medical, and you’ll be watching this recording at my public court-martial. Perhaps…perhaps one day I might be able to beg them for their forgiveness. A full accounting of my crimes is as follows:”

Mayle turned off the recording.

“I think I’ll read the transcript for the rest,” Mayle said through dry lips.



Things were quiet aboard the Lac-des-Loupes for the next few hours. Mayle decided he’d take a turn piloting the small craft while Syl and Nacht took a turn viewing Wolfman’s confession. The loud, French expletives that erupted from the aft compartment for some time after suggested that Wolfman was not likely to find forgiveness from Syl anytime soon.

After a couple of initial close calls, Mayle found his Academy basic piloting training coming back to him. And navigating the plasma storms and particle currents wasn’t all that different from avoiding rocks and rapids while kayaking…except the rocks usually didn’t move around quite as much.

He found himself thinking of Carolyn Bayles and their quasi, maybe, sort-of romance. With the revelation that Wolfman had been conspiring with Belis to free the Howlers, he wondered how much Bayles had known. And when. She’d known about the bio-engineered gland, but only after it had been removed. Before that, she’d known something was strange, but not what. When had Wolfman taken her into his confidence? She’d known about the Vilkas. May have even served on the Vilks before the incident. Had she known Mayle before he’d had his memory erased? Were they involved before he’d had his memory erased? Could that explain why it always felt like she was keeping him at arms length…or had she even done so? Was he now imagining she’d kept him at arms length to try to justify…what?

“Hey,” Ensign Paulson stepped through the hatch from the aft compartment, “Do you want a hand?”

“Sure,” Mayle gestured at the empty Ops console, realizing that his mind had been spinning over the same thoughts for longer than he’d realized, “It’s not so bad, though. No sign of pursuit, and the plasma storms are…one second,” Mayle quickly course-corrected around a tornado-like spiral of energetic plasma, “Well, that one would have torn us to pieces, but they’re not that hard to avoid.”

“OK,” Paulson dropped into the Ops chair, “Half the guys fell asleep after Syl finished his outburst,” she said, “Adrenaline crash, I think,”

“It’s been a busy day,” Mayle snorted, “I don’t blame them. I’m jealous, actually. I can’t imagine how I’m going to fall asleep.”

“Maybe the EMH can give you something after he’s done implanting the glands,” Paulson suggested.

“Oh good, that’s happening? Wolfman and Bayles said it was very important,”

“He’s taking as many pieces from Morreth as he can, but he says he’ll need you to donate some, too.”

They tapped at their consoles for a few minutes.

“I guess we know now why half the Farkas crew were so hostile towards the How…towards us,” Mayle said bitterly, “They survived the slaughter on the Vilkas, only to end up babysitting version 2.0 of whatever killed their friends,”

“Greg,” Seeta swallowed, “You know…we know how hard you worked to make things better for us after you arrived. After they took you out of stasis? Wow, did we even stop at DS9 to pick you up, or was that just another lie? Man, this is messed up,”

“Sure,” Mayle snapped, “Working hard to make friends, trying to understand why Starfleet officers who swore an oath to uphold Federation values would be treating their own as monsters because they’d suffered an accidental infection. Gee, it sure would have helped to know that it wasn’t you they were terrified of. I was the one who’d gone insane and killed God-knows how many people!!??”

“It was us they were terrified of,” Pauslson shook her head, “It means every time they saw us change, every criminal they saw us take down, it probably took them right back to that day on the Vilkas. Only it was them running, hiding or dying.”

“It just…it explains so much,” Mayle sighed and looked down at his hands “I don’t know if I should be angry or grateful I can’t remember what I did.”

“You heard Wolfman,” Paulson tried to reassure him, “Neurochemical…hormonal whatever. You couldn’t have stopped it.”

“No. But how do I come to peace with it, if I can’t remember it?”

They were quiet for a few minutes.

“I’ve starting thinking more about the people I’ve killed,” Paulson confided, “I think some of the others have, too. I think whatever conditioning they gave us was suppressing our guilt, too. Or stopping us from dwelling on it. The same way it stopped us from dwelling on our families.”

“I’m sorry,” Mayle said softly, “I didn’t even think about that. I was so wrapped up in one event I can’t even remember, I forgot that you guys…” ‘Killed far more people than I ever did’ is how he was going to end that sentence, but he zipped his lip before the words could get out. Travs, Morreth, Vanheath, Paulson and all the other Howlers had been horribly used and exploited. It wasn’t only the criminals they’d been sent after who had died, it was their guards, co-conspirators, people who may or may not have been criminals but happened to be too close to the target when the Howlers stormed in with teeth and claws. And a lot of collateral damage in the form of innocent wildlife who’d succumbed to some of the Howlers more blood-thirsty instincts.

“Yeah,” Paulson swallowed, “I know it’s hitting Syl and Porkchop hard. You…you remember Porkchop has a habit of eating what he kills,”

“Oh boy,” Mayles eyes widened, “And everything is recorded. Every kill.”

“Even the smaller stuff,” Paulson went on, “The stuff that’s…humiliating. It’s all recorded, either on the Farkas surveillance records or from mission logs. Travs and Vanheath’s uncontrolled mating. The dog-walker routine on the holodeck.”

“So many trees humped,” Mayle tried to smile, but it just wasn’t there.

“We’re going to need so much therapy,” Paulson groaned.

“Yes,” Mayle agreed, “Yes we are.”

The converstion shifted to idle chit-chat, just an effort to pass time. After a couple of hours there was a footstep at the aft hatch.

“Hey,” Vanheath yawned a bit, “Mayle, holo-doc needs you for a minute. Then your turns for quick naps,” he said to them.

“I don’t think I can sleep,” Mayle shook his head.

“Yeah, ok, but we’re not letting the two people who are the most exhausted fly the ship when our lives depend on you not crashing into rapidly moving spirals of supercharged plasma,” Vanheath smiled grimly.

“Right. OK.” Mayle surrendered the conn and followed Paulson to the aft compartment. The table had been folded down and Syl and Porkchop were curled up on the resulting bed. Morreth and Travs were in the two narrow bunks to port, while the rest of the team had dug out some bedrolls and setup on the deck.

It only took a moment for the holographic doctor to extract part of the gland that was apparently developing with impressive speed, according to the doc. Then Mayle started looking around for a place to crash.

“Why don’t you join us,” Paulson invited him, moving to lay down next to Syl.

“Thanks, but I’m not looking to be boyfriend number three,” Mayle gave a half-grin.

“Don’t be silly, two is enough,” Paulson replied back, “But maybe having a warm body nearby will help you sleep,”

Mayle shrugged, but curled up next to her. With the number of times he’d woken up to find one of the Howlers curled up at the foot of his bed, it wasn’t exactly a new experience.

In less than a minute, he was out like a light.



“We can’t connect to any official Starfleet channels, telemetry or feeds,” Packman insisted, “They’ll see that the authentication codes come from the Lac-des-Loupes, and at the very least they’ll know we’re still out here. If they trace which comms relay we’re connecting to, which transmitter array, signal power levels…they can get our rough position!”

“You’re still carrying the ‘Subspace Emissions Warfare for Dummies’ book,” Lt Commander Travs pointed out dryly, gesturing for the padd in Packman’s hand.

“Well…yeah. I’m still using it!”

“Is there anything in there about masking the authentication codes?” Travs asked.

“Well…no,” Packman admitted, “I’m sure it’s possible. We just don’t know how.”

It had been half a day since they’d escaped the USS Vilkas. Enough time for everyone to have a short rest, Mayle to extricate himself from where he’d somehow wound up sleeping underneath Syl and Paulson, and for their stolen ship to skirt the edges of the Badlands and get within range of the Bajoran Sector communications relay.

“Do they still have the Defiant at Deep Space Nine now that the war is over?” Vorns wondered, “I’ve never seen a Defiant-class ship in action,”

“If we see one in action today, it’ll probably be trying to blast us to pieces,” Morreth said, “But what a glorious way to die!”

“The Defiant isn’t Starfleet Intelligence, or Section 31. Whatever that is,” Vanheath said, “Maybe they won’t shoot on sight.”

“Maybe we don’t risk it,” Travs said, “You said we can’t use official channels. What about Federnet?”

“Well,” Paulson started to say, but Trimble cut her off. Paulson crossed her arms and leaned back.

“It’s the same technology,” he said.

“But would it alert Starfleet the same way?”

Packman and Trimble huddled for a minute. After some whispered conference, they turned back.

“They could still trace us,” Packman said.

Paulson rolled her eyes and snorted.

“Seeta?” Travs asked.

“If these two are done mansplaining, may I remind you my first posting was at a communications centre?” she asked.

“I’d totally forgotten,” Travs admitted, “So…are they wrong?”

“No, they’re not wrong,” Travs admitted, “But they missed a key piece of policy: Starfleet and SI can do traces on the public Federnet. Practically speaking though, it’s a far slower process. Official Starfleet channels are limited to Starfleet ships, stations and outposts, so it’s easy to know exactly who should be using them. The Federnet is public access, so the sheer volume of traffic is exponentially higher. And since Starfleet doesn’t own it, they have to go through the Federation bureaucracy to actually get a trace authorized. That’s assuming they even know what they’re looking for…that’s the part that’ll work in our favour.”

“I have the impression that whoever authorized the Howlers Initiative doesn’t care much about doing things legally,” Vanheath said.

“We’d still have a lot more time,” Travs said, “Especially if we start only monitoring one-way broadcasts. News networks. Entertainment channels.”

“Entertainment channels,” something started tickling the back of Paulson’s mind. Before she could dwell on it, Travs was barking orders.

“Launch the comm-buoy,” she said, “Paulson, start with a one-way link. Let’s see if there’s any mention of us or the Farkas on the news nets. Alpha Team, Beta Team, start brainstorming. We need a way to get the Howlers data out to enough people that SI and these Section 31 people can’t cover it up.”



“I’ve got something,” Paulson announced loudly, “Here! An article from Associated Worlds Network on a Starfleet ship being quarantined at Starbase 375! They don’t mention the name of the ship, but they speculate it’s the same vessel that sent a garbled distress signal several hours ago!”

“Is there any imagery?” Travs asked

“Not in the news article,” Paulson replied, “Let me check social channels,”

While she was working, Vanheath pulled up the same article. “It says the ship is refusing to allow anybody on board due to ‘dangerous viral contamination’, and they’re insisting that the station enforce quarantine. The USS Medusa had been sent in to assist, but the station commander has demanded that Starfleet recall them,”

“Here,” Pauslon said, “A holo from someone on a passing freighter. I can’t make out the name or registry, but it’s definitely an Intrepid-class ship.”

“I get the impression Commander Belis is trying to buy time.” Lt Commander Travs grimaced, “But it won’t take long for SI to overrule the local station commander. Hell, they may have done it already. Nacht, Vanheath, what have you come up with?”

“Public broadcast,” Vanheath said.

“Upload to data repository,” Nacht said at exactly the same time.

Travs looked back and forth for a moment, then pointed at Nacht.

“We upload the whole data package to a public repository on the Federnet,” Nacht said, “Starting with the high-priority files and logs. SI might get it taken down, but until they do the entire Federation can see it.”

Vanheath waited until Travs pointed at him.

“Sure,” he said, “Assuming anyone actually finds it before SI sees it and takes it down. Public broadcast. Send it to as many receivers as possible.

“Nobody’s going to pay attention to a random broadcast!” Paulson didn’t wait for Travs to point back to Beta team, “We do a broadcast, it’s transient. And gone. Wait…hold on, something’s on the tip of my tongue.”

“But a lot harder for SI to stop!” Packman didn’t seem interested in waiting either, not for Paulson, Travs or his team leader to say anything.

“Either way, we’re assuming the Vilkas doesn’t track us down, find us, and either blow us up or jam us,” Travs took control of the conversation again, pointing at Nacht.

“With a data repository, it’ll take them too long to figure out the source to come after us in time,” Nacht said.

“We should have a presentation slide or doodle board with pros and cons,” Mayle whispered to Morreth. The pale Klingon nodded and moved off, presumably in search of 24th-Century whiteboard markers.

“A live broadcast,” Vanheath trailed off when Travs shot him a dark look. Then she pointed at him. “A live broadcast is, well, live,” he continued, “If the Vilkas starts chasing us, we broadcast that.”

“Unless they jam us!”

“I have located a doodle board for pros and cons,” Morreth announced proudly as he returned to the cabin, “Today is a good day to brainstorm!”

“Please, somebody kill him,” Nacht muttered.

“I’d like to see you try!” Morreth sneered, “With an actual weapon, not a +2 Mace of Exposition!”

“THAT’S IT!” Paulson exclaimed.

“What is, Nacht’s +2 Mace of Exposition?” Travs looked confused.

“What? No. I was ignoring those two idiots,” Paulson grabbed a stylus from Morreth and started sketching on the board, “Look, we upload the key data to a public repository. We ready a tactical feed, in case the Vilkas comes after us. And then we start a live broadcast to a channel we know is going to have a broad, attentive audience!”

“What’s the catch?” Travs asked slowly.

“Well,” Paulson said, “We have to get past the call-screener,”




USS Silverado, NCC-135060, Federation Ambassador-class Starship



Somewhere in Federation space…

“You’ve reached Bartholomew Gibson, screener for the, like, totally great Dr. Vonna. You tell me your problem, I’ll tell you if it’s interesting enough for air time, OK?

There were many things that made Silverado different from other Federation starships of the time. Most of them are completely unrelated to the Howlers and their misadventures, but deep in the saucer section of the large ship a portion of living space next to the office of the Ship’s Counselor had been reconfigured into a compact but sophisticated broadcast studio. Sitting comfortably in a large, padded chair was the one, the only, the incredible Dr. Vonna, AKA Counselor Eva Yvonnokoff, star of The Vonna Show, only on the Associated Worlds Network! Frustrated that none of the Silverado crew seemed interested in taking advantage of her services, she’d struck a deal with AWN to do a counselling talk-show, of sorts. The weirdest thing about the idea was that it had turned out to be wildly successful. The holographic background behind her was currently showing a recreation of an inviting living room, complete with gorgeous mountain scenery visible outside a picture window, with a cozy wood stove burning in the corner.

In the second part of the studio, in a control booth separated from Vonna by a sound-proof (and separately ventilated for reasons again not relevant to the Howlers) divider sat Crewman Bart Gibson: assistant, call-screener, gopher and general slave to Yvonnokoff. Most of his time during the show was spent explaining to people why they weren’t interesting enough to have their problems broadcast to half the quadrant, and today was no exception. Dozens of blinking lights indicated callers waiting to speak to him, and those were only the ones who made it through the automatic screening system!

Gibson tapped a button, bringing up the caller that the auto-screener had identified as most promising.

“Greetings, Warrior of Vonna,” a gruff, female voice spoke, “My mate and I-”

“Inter-species Klingon/human relationship?” Gibson cut her off.

“Yes.”

“Mmkay. Uh, could you call back in two weeks? We’re doing a special on inter-species sex problems, and even if your problem isn’t sex, you’ll probably get a more interested audience. And a totally more interested Vonna.”

“Very well. You will connect us to Vonna in two weeks, or I shall bring you to a dishonourable death.”

“Cheers, boo,” Gibson closed the channel, “OK, next?”

“Greetings,” this voice was umistakable Vulcan, “I wish to debate Vonna on the merits of-”

“I’m going to stop you right there, monkey,” Gibson said, “Vonna’s already debating a Vulcan right now, and from the twitchy vein on her forehead, she’s not going to be in the mood for another. Try another day,”

“Most illogical-” the voice cut off as he closed the line.

“It’s just the same old same-old day after day with this,” Gibson pulled open the drawer containing his special, non-replicated cannabis-infused edibles, selected a candy and popped it in his mouth, “I need to ask for reassignment, I didn’t join Starfleet to be a glorified secretary,”

“OK boo, or babe,” he pulled up the next caller, sipping some water to wash down the sugary treat, “Hit me. Whatcha got?”

“Right, hi. Look, whatever you do, don’t cut us off. This is super important,” a rushed, somewhat intense female voice spoke.

“All of Dr. Vonna’s callers are important,” Gibson said, with the drone of one reading from a scripted manual, “Please…hic…please tell me about your particular, special problem.”

“We’re a group of Starfleet officers who have been forcefully infected with a shape-shifting virus and exploited as an extra-judicial killing squad. Starfleet Intelligence is trying to track us down right now, and if they catch us before you get the word out, we’re all going to disappear,”

“She means they’re going to lock us up, dissect us, and kill us!” another voice jumped in, “Come on, Lt Commander, we gotta be direct here!”

Gibson frowned, looked down at his candy drawer, then back at his console.

“Who is this? Did Seth put you up to this??”

“I don’t know who that is,” the first voice replied, “But I’m serious when I say we’re all going to die horribly if you don’t let us through!”

“Babe, do you know how many times a day I hear that?” Gibson chuckled.



“Your argument is flawed,” the crisp Vulcan voice said in that infuriatingly superior tone Vulcans just loved to use, “You have failed to properly apply the Peterson Theorum to the behavioural analysis of-”

“Ze so-called ‘Doctor’ Peterson vas found to be crackpot und his vork disproved,” Counselor Eva Yvonnokoff, AKA Dr. Vonna, spoke crisply from her chair. Her caller, a stoic Vulcan, was displayed on a floating holographic screen visible to both her and her audience, “I am zurprised Vulcan Science Academy vould use his vork,”

“Never the less,” the Vulcan said, “In this case, it must be considered that in a given segment of the population,”

“But nozing,” Vonna cut him off, “Ve vill not legitimize such tings on my show. Vonna out,” she slammed a hand down on a button built into her chair and the Vulcan disappeared, “Bart, who is next caller?”

No reply.

“Gibson!” Vonna shouted, “Ve haff dead air! You know how I feel about dead air!”

“Right, um, sorry,” Gibson’s voice came back, “So, I have a group of Starfleet officers on the line claiming that Starfleet Intelligence is going to kill them all horribly if they get caught before the call is done. Or a guy from Ottawa who’s experiencing Imposter Syndrome at work.”

Vonna thought for a moment, “Did ze group of officers say why zey vould be kilt?” she asked.

“Something about being turned into werewolves and being forced to eat criminals. I dunno. I think my edible just kicked in.”

“How many times have I zaid do not say such things on air!” Vonna carefully adjusted her hair bun, “Now I must write report. Apologies, audience. Ok. Und imposter-person, does he haff interesting schtick? Perhaps repressed sexual desires for…vhat is new…clowns?

“Uh…not that he mentioned.”

“Very vell, zis verevolf delusion is most interesting, have not heard before! Gibson! Put zem trough!”





Back near the Badlands…

“Zis is Dr. Vonna, please turn on your camera for viewing,” came the crisp, cool voice, “Let us discuss delusion of shape-change, yas?”

“Camera Syl, turn on the camera!” Pauslson hissed.

“That’s it,” Mayle gulped as Syl’s panel beeped, looking around nervously, “We’re on the air. All over the Federation.

“Dr. Vonna,” Travs stood and moved forward to be sure there was no doubt who was speaking, “I’m Lieutenant Commander Alice Travs. I’ve been listed as ‘missing’ for two years, but in truth I’ve been on classified assignment to the USS Farkas. Right now I’m the commander of an extra-judicial kill-squad code-named Howlers. This is Lt Morreth, my second in command. Team leaders Lt Jacob Vanheath and Ensign Sean Nacht. I’m broadcasting our current location and tactical feed, all records related to us and the Howlers, along with the location of a data repository holding all of this proof, in case we’re intercepted or jammed before-”

“Hmm, jas,” Vonna inturrupted, “Let us talk of zis fear of discovery. Chust who do you tink is chasing you?”

“USS Vilkas, another Starfleet Intelligence vessel, falsely listed as destroyed,” Mayle cut in, “Oh, and I’m Ensign Greg Mayle, one of the first officers infected. I was part of an early Howlers experiment that failed when we…um…went crazy and …killed everybody…”

“Maybe you should have left that part out,” Nacht said dryly.



In the control room, Gibson watched as Vonna rolled her eyes and prepared to rip apart the ridiculous story she was being told. Out of curiosity, he opened up the data feeds coming from the caller. He noted the data repository location, but started poking at the hundreds of files the caller was trying to send him. He opened up one of the files at random, read a few lines, checked whether the authentication signature cleared the ship’s computer. It did. Then he checked another file. And another.

“Oh shit…”



Aboard the Lac-des-Loupes, the team was getting even more tense.

“No, you don’t understand,” Travs was saying, “The Vilkas was never destroyed, they just took it quietly out of the picture so it could track the Farkas without anyone knowing!”

“Delusions of persecution quite common,” Vonna said her voice practically dripping with disdain, “I vould recommend-”

“Uh…Vonna?” Gibson broke in.

“Vhat? I said not to interrupt vhen-”

“I think these guys are legit,” Gibson said, “I mean, you should look at what they’re sending!”

Looking skeptical, Vonna picked up her padd and started tapping. Tapped some more. Frowned, muttered a bit.

Everyone on the Lac-des-Loupes held their breath.

“Vell,” Vonna tapped a button and the relaxing living room behind her vanished, replaced with dozens of floating displays, some showing medical records, others showing mission recordings. Yet more showed log entries, interview transcripts, and live sensor footage from the Lac-des-Loupes.

She turned back to the camera, an almost predatory expression on her face.

“So delightful to meet you, my little ratings bonanzas,” Vonna almost purred, “Please, make selves comfortable, zis vill be a long talk,”

“We’ll tell you everything,” Travs said, keeping one eye on the sensor display, “But the Vilkas…first, we need you to rebroadcast everything we’ve sent. That’s the only way SI won’t just try to vanish us and cover everything up. Do that, and we’ll tell you everything.”

“If vhat you zay is true, why are none of you-”

Vonna trailed off as Syl, Nacht, Vanheath and Morreth all abruptly started to change. Fur rippled across their bodies as muscles bunched, stretched and slid across their growing bones. The snaps of knees abruptly reversing direction rang briefly through the cockpit like popcorn. In seconds, half the Howlers had changed to their Howler form.

“Very vell,” Vonna said, her mouth suddenly very dry, “Gibson. Rebroadcast all. Including data site. Und vhen done, get on line vit AWN about time extension. Ve may haff to pre-empt ze news.”

“And done,” Gibson said a moment later, “I’ll get on the line with AWN,”

As the others returned back to human form, Travs looked over to Paulson, who was browsing the Federnet.

“There it is,” she said, “‘Howlers’, ‘Farkas’ and ‘Vilkas’ all just spiked on social media tracking. There are already a thousand downloads of our data repository complete, with another twelve…twenty-eight, fourty-seven, well, there are tens of thousands of downloads in progress.”

“Vill make difficult to cover up, I promise,” Vonna said.

“OK, Vonna,” Travs said, “Where do you want to start?”





USS Silverado Bridge, Alpha/Beta Shift Handover

“Keep it under Warp Six until Vonna finishes her damned show,” Captain Christopher Stafford was saying to Lt Commander Quintaine as the latter took the conn for the evening shift, “Last time, AWN was sending legal notices about ‘unwarranted subspace interference’.”

“Speaking of,” Commander San Jall and his replacement were watching the main screen, which had been setup to display The Vonna Show in preparation for Beta Shift’s very boring shift, “Why does she look like she’s in the middle of a command centre instead of a counselor’s office? And why is she talking to like a dozen Starfleet officers?”

“Good questions,” Stafford asked, feeling a sudden sense of foreboding, “Sylvia, audio please,”

“Fascinating,” Vonna was saying, “Und Starfleet Intelligence does not know vhere virus came from?”

“It was a crashed Dominion courier,” a pale man with slightly ginger-ish hair was saying, “No idea why it was there, why they had it, if it was a weapon or what. Oh, and…um…I want to say hi to my sister and my family. I guess I’ve been listed as either dead or MIA for at least three years now. I don’t exactly know how long because they erased my memory after the first incident. So…I’m sorry. I hope I’ll see you all soon.”

Stafford and Jall slowly sank back into their seats as every detail of the Howlers Initiative was exposed, broadcast, rebroadcast, and backed with incontrovertible proof.

“Did Vonna just blow a Starfleet Intelligence Black Op wide open? Stafford asked slowly.

“Vonna just blew a Starfleet Intelligence Black Op wide open,” Jall confirmed, “And there is no way in hell this Pandora’s Box is closing again,”

“We could cut her broadcast,” Lt Commander T’Parief grumbled from Tactical.

“Nooo, this is already exploding onto other news channels,” Jall said quickly, tapping through various news feeds, “And if Vonna blew this thing wide open, that means we blew this thing wide open. Do you want to be on the side of the whistle-blower, or the cover-up?”

“Given what we’ve already heard? Keep broadcasting,” Stafford ordered, “And let me know when Admiral Tunney calls in a rage.” He turned to Jall. “Drink? I think we’re about to have a very busy few weeks.”

“And I think we don’t want to be sober when Admiral Tunney calls,” Jall agreed.



“Right,” Travs was explaining to Vonna about how she’d joined the Howlers, “They told me I was the first one. I only learned about the Vilkas and the early experiments…gods…yesterday?”

“Fascinating,” Vonna replied, “Oh, qvestion from audience: Did-”

“Guys,” Vanheath called out, “Um…I’m getting some weird readings from the Badlands. There’s a pressure wave building, but nothing on the sensors to account for it,”

“Cloaked ship?” Travs demanded, turning away from the camera.

“Maybe?” Nacht was now leaning over Vanheath’s shoulder, “It’s moving in our general direction, and it’s about the right size for an Intrepid-class ship,”

“OK Vonna,” Travs turned back to the camera, “Time to find out just how good an insurance policy you are,”

Vonna brought one hand up to her earpiece, “Von moment.” She listened for a moment, then refocused her attention on Travs, “Deep Space Nine. Go. Now. Talk more vhen-”

“Ship decloaking!” Vanheath snapped, “It’s the Vilkas!”

“Deep Space Nine, Syl, maximum warp!” Travs barked, ” Paulson, get a distress call going,”

They were all sent grabbing for supports as Sly spun the small craft around and hammered his hand down on the warp drive controls.

“I’ve lost the feed to AWN!” Paulson called, “Vilkas is trying to jam us!”

“Forget it,” Morreth advised, “Pump all our transmission bandwidth into a distress call,”

“Vilkas is in pursuit! They’re firing torpedoes!” Vanheath announced.

“One torpedo,” Nacht immediately corrected, “And they’ve matched our speed this time. They won’t fall for the same trick as before,”

“Full shields, stay on course,” Travs said, “Time to DS9?”

“Fifty-four minutes,” Sly said.

“Too long, far too long!” Mayle groaned.

“Torpedo impact!” Vanheath managed to warn right before the Lac-des-Loupes bucked like a stung horse. Most of the Howlers managed to grab on to something, but Nacht was thrown across the cockpit, hitting the opposite wall and going down in a heap.

“Shields down to fifty percent!” Vanheath called as Morreth leapt to Nacht’s side, arm reaching blindly under the console for the emergency medkit.

“Warp drive is offline,” Syl announced, “Impulse is sluggish. I am trying to keep us on course,”

There was a flash outside the cockpit windows as the Vilkas dropped out of warp, bearing directly down on the small ship.

“Trimble, Packman, see if you can get warp drive back up,” Travs ordered, massaging her arm where she’d stumbled against the console.

The ship shook again as a shimmery blue tractor beam speared out from the larger ship, locking firmly onto the aeroshuttle.

“We could take them,” Morreth said calmly as he finished applying a field dressing to Nacht’s head and helped the smaller man sit comfortably against the aft wall, “Beam aboard. Full Howler. Either take that ship, or steal their aeroshuttle and escape again.”

“They killed all but one of us the last time there was a Howler attack on the Vilkas,” Mayle reminded them angrily, “And they’ve been following you, I mean us, for two years. They’re ready for you. You won’t last two minutes,”

“They’re locking phasers!” Vanheath warned.

“They’ll take down our shields and beam us out,” Morreth said, voice flat, “Then we disappear.”

“Divert all power to shields!” Travs ordered, just before the ship shook.

“Shields at ten percent!”

“Another ship is dropping out of warp!” Vanheath called, “It’s the Defiant!”

The compact, aggressive form of the Federation’s only class of warship shot out of warp in a bright flash of pseudo-motion and bore straight down on the Lac-des-Loupes. The Howlers movement inside the small ship was frantic, Trimble and Packman trying in vain to get warp drive online. Vanheath announcing intense sensor sweeps, full shields and armed weapons from both larger starships. Paulson trying to establish communications, only to be blocked by the Vilkas.

The Defiant abruptly fired her impulse engines and shot into the space between the two ships just as the Vilkas fired another shot. The phaser blast hit the Defiant’s shields, and apparently that was enough to royally piss-off whoever was in command. The Defiant abruptly came to a stop, shielding the Lac-des-Loupes with its heavily armoured bulk and blocking the tractor beam.

“The Defiant has locked phasers on the Vilkas,” Vanheath said.

“Incoming transmission!” Paulson said. She didn’t even wait for the order to open the channel.

“This is Starfleet Intelligence vessel Vilkas,” a crisp voice came over the channel, but no image accompanied it, “Authentication sequence tango, epsilon, theta alpha four. Defiant, you are interfering in a highly classified Starfleet Intelligence operation. Stand down at once and allow us to take these criminals into custody.”

“Vilkas, this is Defiant,” the answering voice was sharp and curt, “Your classified operation has been broadcast to most of the Federation. And we just received very urgent communications from a very confused Fleet Admiral who would really like to know what’s going on,”

“This is outside her pervue,” the Vilkas voice came back, “Stand down, or we will open fire,”

“They must have stopped jamming to get this out,” Travs muttered to Paulson, “Broadcast to these ships, but try to get our link to Vonna back up,”

“Defiant, this is Lt Commander Travs,” she said, “We thank you for your aid and we’re willing to surrender to civilian Federation authorities. But given the actions of the Vilkas, you’ll understand if we’d rather not surrender to anyone in Starfleet,”

“Lt Commander Travs, I’m not sure you’ll have that luxury,” replied the Defiant’s commander, “But I assure you, my crew and I are not involved in whatever has been done to you and your people,”

“More ships dropping out of warp,” Vanheath called, “Civilian ships! I’m picking up media transponders! FNN, AWN, Kronokor, Alpha Quadrant Today…and more!”

“I guess we’ll play it your way, Defiant,” Travs said, “You’re under the public eye now. But you’ll understand if we want to finish telling our story at this point. As an insurance policy.”

“One moment, I’m requesting guidance from higher,” the crisp voice paused for a moment, “This may take a few minutes, if you catch my drift.”

Outside the cockpit windows, there was a sudden flash of light as the USS Vilkas abruptly came about and jumped into warp.

“Lt Command Travs? Howlers? Ve haff visual from AWN media contractor on site, zey vill relay comms. Please respond,”

“Take your time, Defiant,” Travs said as Mayle, Paulson and most of the other Howlers nearly collapsed in relief. “OK, Dr. Vonna, where were we?”





Aftermath

Once the Howler Cache (as it came to be known) hit the public networks, the gig was all but up. Travs and her team continued to spill the beans on the entire operation, witnessed now by no fewer than fourteen separate media entities, Federation and non-aligned.

The USS Farkas, now under the command of Commander Belis and with its warp core successfully retrieved, transported every crew-member not personally vetted by Belis into custody at Starbase 375. The Farkas rendezvoused with the Lac-des-Loupes, but the Howlers refused to come on board until Belis took AWN and FNN’s representatives and the Defiant’s commander on a full tour of the ship, including the Howler’s Den facilities, the medical and science labs, access to those personnel willing to be interviewed, and anything else that would help confirm their story.

Then the gig was completely up.

Starfleet Intelligence disavowed all knowledge of the Howlers Initiative, of course, claiming that Harth and his superiors were running their own, independent operation. None of the Howlers believed that for a minute, but at least once Harth was confirmed to be under arrest they felt comfortable enough to surrender themselves to the Defiant, who transferred them immediately to the Federation Security office for the Bajoran Sector, who in turn whisked them away to The Farm medical recovery facility.

They may have wound up in a lab in the end, but with the full attention of the Federation media sphere focused on them they were also getting the best treatment the Federation could provide.





Some time later…

“All right, I think it’s time we adjourned for the day,” declared the presiding officer, “Lt Commander Travs, we will advise you if further testimony is required from any of your officers. May your recovery go smoothly,”

“Thank you, sir,” Travs said politely. At a nod from her, Mayle tapped at a side panel and the courtroom around them vanished, revealing an empty holodeck grid.

“Transmission has ceased,” he said, “So Syl, if you need to scratch your butt without half the Federation seeing it, go ahead,”

“Oh, merci,” Syl immediately began scratching while Paulson rolled her eyes.

“And that’s the last of them,” Travs consulted her padd, “Unless one of the courts martial needs extra testimony, but I have assurances that will only happen under extraordinary circumstances. So take some time to focus on yourselves. And don’t forget the Dominion representatives are arriving in two days.”

“Think they’ll have anything interesting to say?” Vanheath asked, the tilt of his head hinting that he didn’t think they would.

“Maybe they can at least tell us if the Howler Virus was already on that courier of theirs before it crashed,” Travs suggested.

The Howlers had been at The Farm for months now, with their time split between treatment, medical research and participating in dozens of investigations and proceedings. Family members had come to visit, some accepting long-term accommodations in a section of the facility dedicated to keeping close friends and family in relatively close proximity to recovering patients.

The investigations into the Farkas crewmembers had been concluded the fastest and ranged from expulsion from Starfleet and significant penal time (Captain Harth) to medals of valour (Commander Belis). Most of the crew had received slaps on the wrist of varying severity, but it was a group of admirals in Starflet Intelligence whose courts martial were proving the most complicated, not to mention the most embarrassing for Starfleet and the Federation.

But aside from being called on to testify and bear witness, the full public release of the Howlers Cache meant that most of their ordeal was already public knowledge. For them, it was time to heal. Even if a cure for the virus hadn’t been found yet, the months or even years of abuse and trauma they’d suffered was going to call for a lot of therapy.

“You going to thermal therapy this afternoon?” Paulson asked Mayle.

“Are you just asking so you know whether you and your boyfriends can have the sauna to yourselves again?” Mayle asked.

“Well…” Paulson smirked.

“Look, just hang a ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the door this time,” Mayle pleaded, “I really didn’t need to see…what I saw.”

“Good idea,” Paulson nodded, “So what are you doing this afternoon?”

“I’ve got viral sequencing with Wolfman,” Mayle said, “With all the tampering they did with me to make that control serum, they don’t know if my virus is still similar enough to yours that a cure would work on both,”

“I can’t believe you’re seeing Wolfman,” Paulson shook her head, “After everything he did to us! And to you!”

“Yeah well, he also saved all our lives,” Mayle said, a bit more harshly than he’d intended, “And part of his sentence if he ever hopes to practice medicine again is an ungodly number of community service hours. And him and his team are the only real medical experts on us. So…”

Paulson thought about it for a moment.

“The Farm is keeping him in line?” she finally asked.

“He’s required to work with one of their doctors at all times,” Mayle assured her, “And really Seeta…now that he’s not keeping up appearances for Harth, he’s not that bad.”

“I’ll see if Porkchop will see him for that analysis series he wants to run tomorrow,” Paulson sighed, “But there’s no way in hell Syl will go anywhere near the man,”

“Two out of three,” Mayle shrugged.



“I will admit,” Nacht was saying, “I was impressed with the way you stood down Vanheath with nothing but a hand phaser when he was in Howler form. Krogorr the Barbarian would be proud.”

“And Morreth,” the counselor turned to the Klingon, “How does that make you feel?

“I…thank you, Sean,” Morreth replied, “It is good to know that you still have some level of respect for me, after everything that happened.”

“And I think that’s our time for today,” the counselor tossed her thick, dark curls, “And high time I booked myself a vacation,” she muttered under her breath.

“You going to D&D Night?” Nacht asked as the two stood to leave.

“No,” Morreth said, “I hear Lt Coxwell is insisting we play Bat’leths & BiHnuchs instead. I hate that game.”

“Oh,”

“Also…I’m leaving. As soon as I can,” Morreth said quietly.

“Going off to be ‘what you were meant to be’, huh?” Nacht asked quietly.

“Yes,” Morreth nodded. The two stared awkwardly at each other for a moment.

“I’ll miss you,” Nacht admitted, “Even if you’re an arrogant, ass-kissing, rule-obsessed, chaotic evil pain in the ass,”

“And I will miss you, even if you are a by-the-book human with no battle urge and the mistaken idea that ‘chaotic evil’ is a bad alignment.”

“Hey, most Klingons are lawful evil, and you know it!”

“I am not most Klingons,” Morreth shrugged.

“I guess most Klingons can’t turn into their own targ,” Nacht said.

“Goodbye, Sean,” Morreth turned to leave, “I will miss your stupid jokes,”

“Bye,” Nacht replied quietly.



The next day, Travs had donned a comfortable one-piece bathing suit and was walking along the path to the nearest beach when Morreth caught up to her. Their time on the sunny medical treatment planet had brought some colour to his normally pasty complexion, though he was still a lot of sunshine away from a typical swarthy Klingon appearance.

“Lt Commander,” he said in his still-nasal voice, “Now that the last of our legal obligations have been completed, I trust you will uphold your end of the bargain?”

“You stay long enough to testify, we give you a shuttle. But we don’t know for sure that they’re done with us,” Travs said, “We could still get a summons,”

“And I can still respond,” Morreth said, holding out a padd, “As a private citizen.”

“You’re sure about this?” Travs asked, taking the pad with his resignation request all filled out and signed, “Starfleet said they won’t force treatment on any of us, even if they do manage to find a cure, but…I mean, this is still a dangerous, alien virus. We don’t know what other fun side effects might be in store for us,”

“I’m sure,” Morreth said.

“OK,” Travs pressed a thumb to the padd, acknowledging and approving Morreths resignation, “Enjoy civilian life,”

Travs nearly fell over as Morreth grabbed her in a quick hug, murmured something in her ear, then left.

Travs looked around briefly, swallowed nervously, then continued on to the beach.



Morreth’s small shuttle left orbit of The Farm. He tapped the controls, setting course for a mostly uninhabited moon near the Klingon-Federation border. The moon was a nature preserve with no strategic resources or value to speak of, so both the Federation and Klingon Empire were content to ignore it, aside from a small science outpost (Federation) and hunting lodge (Klingon) at opposite ends of the main continent. The perfect place for him to privately explore his life as a Howler.

“Ahh, Mr Morreth,” Morreth jumped as a tall, slim, bearded human materialized in the seat next to him with unusual abruptness, “Congratulations on your early retirement. So sorry you left the service so quickly. Are you sure Section 31 can’t convince you stay just a bit longer?”

“I already told you,” Morreth said, “I’m not interested in being your attack dog. None of the Howlers are. The ones who know Section 31 exists will spend their lives avoiding you. And the ones who don’t know…you would be wise not to tell them. Not after what you did to us.”

“Oh, well,” the Section 31 agent shrugged, “I’d be lying if I said it was only Starfleet Intelligence taking the fall for this. Section 31 isn’t very forgiving of failure. I wouldn’t be surprised if you saw a few MIA admirals suddenly turn up with no memory of where they’ve been for the past decade or two. So you could say we’re under new management, as least as far as projects like the Howlers are involved.”

“Leave me alone,” Morreth said, “I’m not interested,”

“Very well,” the agent leaned closer, “But I’ll give you the same warning you gave your old commander.”

Morreth shivered as the agent leaned in and whispered the exact words he’d whispered to Travs only hours before.

“Section 31 is dangerous. And they’re always watching.”



After another full day of treatments, scans and therapy sessions, Ensign Greg Mayle returned to his quarters. Far nicer than junior officers quarters on the Farkas, his new accommodations featured a stunning view of the forest outside the compound walls, floor to ceiling windows, multi-function shower, jacuzzi and anti-gravity bed.

The first thing Mayle heard when he opened his door was the sound of purring. In the week since he’d let Felix out of the stasis tube the poor cat had been in for months, he’d never once heard purring. Lots of meowing. Plenty of hissing. A few yowls. But no purring. For a split second, he thought that maybe he’d have a peaceful night. Then he noticed that his couch and his chair were both shredded beyond repair, with bits of fluff floating in the air. The few knick-knacks he’d unpacked were scattered across the floor, mostly broken, and the standard-issue Starfleet Plant-in-a-Vase near the windows had been knocked over, the water soaking into the carpet.

As soon as he saw him, Felix jumped up from where he’d curled in the remains of the couch, flicked back his ears and hissed.

“Hey!” Mayle exclaimed, “I am tying to recover from a traumatic life event, and my counselor says I’m supposed to avoid stressful situations!”

He lunged at the cat, only to have him scamper between his legs. He darted at him, barely missing his tail as he ran out the door, which slid obediently closed afterward. Mayle groaned, resigning himself to spending the evening chasing the cat around the complex. Maybe he could just call Porkchop to help…no. Not Porkchop, he’d probably eat Felix. Vanheath would be better, he’d just sniff the cat to death.

Mayle was so busy focusing on which Howler he needed he was completely caught off guard when a wave of nausea send him spinning against the wall. He righted himself, only to fall to his knees as a powerful spasm gripped his chest. His hands clutched at his heart, just in time to feel his ribs starting to push out. His bones stretched, but he barely noticed the cracking as he felt his uniform tighten, then give way as the fabric ripped. His ears relocated, brushing the ceiling in his quarters as they slid up the sides of his head, and his fingertips itched as his nails extended into long, wicked claws.

The transformation complete, he threw back his head and howled.



“So you actually managed four changes today?” Vanheath was asking Packman as they walked towards the terrace and the rooftop pool.

“Yeah, they used a quantum…ummm…not a quantum stasis field, but some sort of quantum stimulator? And I changed like, crazy fast, too!”

“Wonder if that sort of thing would have helped Mayle on the Farkas,” Vanheath wondered. He paused, then tilted his head to listen, “Hey, do you hear that?”

“Aw, look,” Packman pointed as Felix scampered down the corridor, “His cat got out again! Here kitty-kitty-kitty!”

There was a loud, animal roar. Felix bolted, giving out a loud yowling noise.

“What the-”

The doors to Mayle’s quarters burst into the corridor, slamming against the opposite wall as a dark-furred animal tore through them and chased after the cat, it’s foot-claws leaving deep gashes in the carpet. Mayle snarled as he ran past them, knocking them both to the floor.

“We have a winner!” Vanheath called happily, “Atta boy, Greg!”

“Af