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	War Hamster

	An Introduction

	By Melissa McShane

	 

	────────────────────────

	 

	It’s J. R.’s fault. No, really.

	Back when I was first invited to join the merry crew of the Blasters and Blades podcast regulars, I was publishing a LitRPG fantasy adventure series called Warmaster. (Still am as of this printing, I guess.) For some reason, that got tangled up in J. R.’s head as WarHAMSTER, and it came out that way on an episode. We all had a good laugh, like you do.

	Then it became a recurring joke, to the point that I was having trouble saying the name of my own series correctly because the alternative was easy and fun. People started generating images of war hamsters and finding sightings of them (unrelated to my series) in the wild. I’m guessing the tongue-tangle also happens with regard to a certain famous wargaming property, so there are plenty.

	I don’t remember who suggested that it would be fun to write short stories featuring a war hamster, but the gang took the idea to heart instantly. And this anthology is the result. Featured here are the many stories we each came up with, the only common link the war hamster. It’s a wild mix well suited to the wild bunch we at the podcast are, and a testimony to the fact that writers can be inspired by even the most random of ideas.

	Now, enjoy the antics of that most powerful, most fierce of creatures—the war hamster!

	 

	Melissa McShane

	 

	 


The Fast and the Furriest

	By Jena Rey

	 

	────────────────────────

	 

	This story arose from a late night rewatch of Firefly and pondering the possibility of War Hamsters in space. A crew of found family. A junker ship that they love. A job to do to keep flying. Okay, so the alien came out of left field, but who doesn’t need a few extra arms, a pile of cookies, and a mascot?

	 

	 


The Fast and the Furriest

	By Jena Rey

	 

	 

	Captain Jax grunted as the heavy wrench slipped in his sweaty grip and came off the bolt, slamming his knuckles into the edge of the bulkhead. Pain shot up his arm, hot and sharp, a shallow cut immediately leaking blood onto his hand. He cursed under his breath, then louder, for the benefit of the universe and anyone else who cared to listen. Which, as usual, was nobody.

	“Everything alright down there, fearless leader?” Mira’s voice crackled over the intercom, layered with dry amusement and the clang of her own ongoing repairs somewhere aft.

	“Fine,” Jax snapped, sucking on his bruised knuckles before readjusting the wrench. He’d tried wearing gloves, but the access panel was too narrow for gloved hands. “The airlock’s just decided it wants to be a wall today. I’m encouraging it to reconsider.”

	“Try sweet-talking it. Machines love romance.”

	“I’m two seconds from serenading it with a plasma torch.”

	Above him, a flickering strip light buzzed its agreement. Jax inhaled, tasting recycled air tinged with burnt coolant. The War Hamster always smelled like that—an unholy cocktail of old lubricant, ozone, and something faintly meaty he chose not to identify. At least the air recyclers still worked. Mostly.

	He glanced down the narrow corridor lined with exposed cabling and scorched insulation foam, wondering how it had come to this. Two years ago, he’d been a military lieutenant, piloting sleek tactical interceptors with freshly polished panels and maintenance crews who cursed on his behalf. Now he was wedged halfway into a broken airlock hatch with one bruised hand and a dwindling bank account, flying a salvage-hauling corvette-class relic with a rodent name. How the mighty had fallen.

	Still, as he twisted the wrench once more and the mechanism gave a reluctant clunk, he felt that familiar spark flicker in his chest. The pride of being his own man and not following orders, especially ones he disagreed with. At least out here, every breath, every job, was his choice. Even if his choices had led to…this.

	He pushed and the airlock groaned open a full twenty centimeters. Enough for an emergency suit transfer for the humans. Not enough for Tolvin.

	Speak of the devil. A clatter of clawed feet and smaller manipulator arms echoed down the hall. Tolvin skidded around the corner, nearly smacking his furry forehead on the bulkhead.

	“Captain Jax!” Tolvin beamed, all four hands gripping crates of what looked suspiciously like snack bars and compressed protein tubes. His bottom arms dropped one crate with a thunk that rattled Jax’s bones. “Is the airlock fixed? The vendor is about to close, and they’re running a discount on these mint-choco-crunchies! I want a whole pallet, and that won’t fit through the secondary access point. I need the airlock.”

	Jax glared at him. “Tolvin. Focus. We need enough clearance to load salvage crates, not your snack hoard.”

	Tolvin’s ear flaps drooped slightly. “It’s for morale.”

	“Morale doesn’t need mint-choco-crunchies when we can’t afford reactor coolant.”

	“Incorrect,” Tolvin muttered, hugging his crate protectively. “If my stomachs are empty, I become a very bad worker.”

	Before Jax could retort, Mira’s voice returned over comms, this time tinged with real curiosity. “Captain, you might want to get up here. We’ve got a visitor on the dock feed.”

	“Vendor looking for their missing choco-crunchies stock?” he muttered, levering himself out of the crawlspace. He didn’t think Tolvin had taken the snacks without asking, but sometimes he put things on ‘credit’ that didn’t exist and forgot to tell anyone.

	“Nope. Someone with a job.”

	Jax froze mid-turn, clamping down on the hope that flooded through him. Jobs kept them flying, kept fuel in the tanks and food in Tolvin’s endlessly churning stomachs. Jobs also got them shot at, arrested, or spaced. It was always a toss-up.

	He straightened, wiping grease and blood onto his faded jumpsuit as he passed Tolvin. “Put those in storage before I find them stuffed in the reactor vents again.”

	“That happened once,” Tolvin squeaked after him.

	As Jax stomped toward the lift, he reached out to pat the scorched bulkhead affectionately. “Behave yourself, Hamster,” he murmured to the ship. “Sounds like we might have work to do.”

	The flickering light above buzzed again, almost in response.

	And for a moment, despite the bruises, the debts, and the bone-deep exhaustion, he felt a grin tug at his lips.

	Whatever else, this ship was his. Out here, that meant everything.

	The lift doors rattled closed as Jax ascended to the bridge. He leaned back against the scuffed metal wall, feeling the faint vibration of the ship’s main reactor humming through his spine. For a moment, he let his eyes close, sending his thoughts to the past.

	Auction Yard Gamma floated in high orbit above Vega VI, a sprawling grid of tethered derelict ships, decommissioned drones, and rusting mechanical debris all chained together like cosmic refuse waiting for final processing.

	Jax followed the auction agent along a grated catwalk suspended between ships. Each footstep rattled the metal beneath his boots, echoing into the cavernous void around them. Beyond the magnetic barriers, the gas planet’s swirling orange clouds cast long shadows across hulls pitted by micrometeorite strikes and streaked with docking burn marks.

	He tried not to think about his last day in uniform: saluting his CO with trembling fingers, enduring the silent judgment of shipmates who hadn’t been discharged for insubordination. Two years ago, he’d had a name and callsign worth something. Now, he was just another broke ex-military pilot with bad paperwork and worse luck. At least he’d escaped with his soul intact.

	“And here,” droned the auction agent, tapping their data slate lazily, “we have a corvette-class light destroyer, Navy designation Warhammer-745. Reactor: functional. Engines: stripped. Life support: borderline. Minimum bid, five hundred credits.”

	Jax squinted at the ship through scuffed protective goggles. The hull, once sleek gunmetal grey, was a patchwork of hasty welds and scorched plating. Sections of armor were missing entirely, revealing raw support struts beneath. A faded tactical insignia still clung to the prow like a ghost of old pride.

	Most notably, the nameplate read:

	WARHAM ER-745

	The missing ‘M’ left a blackened adhesive outline between the words and someone had filled in the blank with letters written in black paint. S. T.

	Warham er. War… Hamster.

	He snorted under his breath. Of course. The only ship he could afford was a graffitied war hamster. The universe always found new ways to kick him in the teeth.

	“You bidding or not?” the agent snapped, already half-turning to leave. Their breath fogged in the thin pressurized chill of the yard.

	Jax hesitated, fingers tightening on his data slate. He had 600 credits to his name. Enough for three months of ration packs and a bunk bed in some station hostel, where he could drink away the remaining dignity clinging to his bones. Or…

	He reached out and touched the ship’s scarred hull. Beneath the rust and faded paint, he felt faint warmth vibrating from dormant reactor conduits – the heartbeat of something refusing to die. Maybe it had an intact soul too.

	“I’ll bid five hundred,” he said.

	The auction agent blinked once, shrugged, and tapped the slate. “Sold.”

	It was done.

	Three hours later, after signing paperwork in a portable office pod that smelled like stale coffee and printer toner, Jax stepped onto the War Hamster for the first time.

	The airlock wheezed open, greeting him with a blast of stale, metallic-smelling air. Inside, darkness reigned…or at least it tried to reign. Emergency strips flickered along the deck, illuminating the cramped corridor with pulses of dim amber light.

	He moved slowly, ducking under exposed piping and sidestepping rust flakes drifting from the ceiling like burnt snowflakes. The smell reminded him of ancient locker rooms mixed with burnt protein rations.

	In the cockpit, he dropped into the cracked pilot’s seat. The cushion split beneath him with a puff of foam dust that danced in the shaft of pale light cutting through the cracked view shield. That probably wasn’t a good thing to breath in, but he ignored it. He’d had worse.

	“Alright, girl,” he murmured, brushing grit from the console. “Let’s see what you’ve still got.”

	He flipped the ignition toggle.

	The reactor coughed, sputtered, and roared to life with a deep, vibrating growl that rattled every bolt in the pilot module. Panels flickered and buzzed. Half the readouts flashed red in angry warning; the others requested data from defunct systems long since scavenged.

	Jax felt something loosen in his chest – a dam breaking behind his ribs. He let out a ragged, almost hysterical laugh. The sound bounced off the cracked view shield and filled the empty cockpit.

	He wiped his eyes with the back of a grease-streaked hand and leaned back in the chair, staring at the dying sun burning beyond the orbital yard. His heart hammered in sync with the ship’s trembling reactor hum.

	“Looks like it’s you and me now, Hamster.”

	The lift shuddered to a halt, its doors wheezing open with a pneumatic sigh. They needed a new seal and some oil, but weren’t going to get either right now. Jax stepped onto the bridge, rolling his bruised fingers to ease the throbbing ache. Overhead, flickering fluorescent strips buzzed their ongoing protest against functionality.

	Mira sat at the comms console, boots up on a dead scanner panel, chewing a strand of dried, very dried, fruit leather. She raised an eyebrow at him without moving her head.

	“Patch him through,” Jax said, settling into his cracked captain’s chair. The cushion, salvaged from another ship six months ago, deflated beneath him with a long, defeated hissss. It reminded him of an asthmatic cat he’d once owned. He missed that cat.

	Tolvin scurried in moments later, all four hands occupied: one holding a ration bar, another his tablet, and two others clutching a half-disassembled drone with wires dangling like exposed intestines.

	“Did I miss anything?” Tolvin asked, settling into his seat with a squeak as his harness buckles cinched around his wiry frame, requiring him to put down the broken drone. It didn’t matter if they were moving or not, he always used the harness because of something he’d read in an official manual about being pulled over for not wearing your seatbelt. Jax had tried to explain that only applied to cars on Earth and was over a century out of date, but the alien insisted and it wasn’t worth the fight.

	“About to find out,” Mira replied, flicking the comms switch with a snap.

	The main viewscreen flickered, resolving into the image of a man who radiated what Mira called shady side quest NPC energy. It was something to do with a game she played. His thinning black hair was slicked back into a greasy wave, and his trader’s jumpsuit looked two sizes too large, half-zipped to reveal a glimmering gold chain nestled in wiry chest hair.

	“Captain Jax,” the man purred, voice thick with forced charm. “Pleasure. Name’s Varlo. I represent… independent reclamation interests here on Rho-9.”

	Jax resisted the urge to groan aloud. He’d heard of Varlo before, not all of it bad, but not all of it good either. “Scrap dealer with delusions of grandeur.”

	Varlo’s smile twitched but didn’t falter. “I prefer asset reallocation specialist. Regardless, I have a proposition that could prove mutually beneficial.”

	Tolvin perked up instantly, upper hands clapping together. “Does it involve credits?”

	“Tolvin,” Mira snapped without looking at him. He shrank back into his harness with a meek squeak.

	Varlo leaned closer to his camera, eyes darting left and right as if checking for spies. “Derelict mining platform. Station K-7-Beta. Officially abandoned. Unofficially also abandoned, but in a hurry. My employers require retrieval of a particular cargo container left behind during evacuation.”

	“Let me guess,” Mira drawled, “you want it retrieved discreetly.”

	Varlo’s shark-like grin widened. “Exactly, little lady. Discretion is paramount as is speed. Ten thousand credits upon delivery. Half up front, no strings attached.”

	The bridge fell silent.

	Tolvin whimpered softly, eyes wide. “That’s… that’s enough to restock the mint-choco-crunchies and get Mira her new welding torch. Maybe with some leftover.”

	“Stop budgeting aloud,” Mira muttered, though her eyes flicked to Jax, betraying reluctant interest.

	Jax steepled his fingers under his chin. “What’s the catch?”

	Varlo blinked, feigning innocence. “No catch, Captain. Simple salvage retrieval. However…” He paused, licking his lips. “Should you encounter… competitors… I trust your military training remains… adequate.”

	The implication crawled up Jax’s spine like an ice spider. He tried to keep them out of combat as much as possible. They didn’t have the skills or the ship for too much nonsense, but he could do what had to be done. And they really needed the credits, even if they only got the upfront ones. “Send specs and coordinates. We’ll head out once the upfront hits our account.”

	Varlo clapped gleefully, off-screen noises suggesting a nearby assistant scrambling to fulfill his order. “Done and done. Pleasure doing business, Captain. I await your swift return.”

	The screen blinked to black, leaving the hum of the Hamster’s systems to fill the silence.

	Tolvin broke it first, whispering, “We’re going to die horribly, aren’t we?”

	Jax stood with a sigh, stretching his aching back. “Probably.”

	Mira smirked, flicking her braid over her shoulder as she rose. “Good thing we’re already living in a floating death trap.”

	“Exactly,” Jax said, patting the nearest console affectionately. “Hamster’s used to it, and if it gets too hot, we’ll abandon. Some credits are better than none.”

	 

	────────────

	 

	The War Hamster slipped from Outpost Rho-9’s docking arms with a metallic groan that reverberated through her entire hull. Mira maneuvered her gently into the station’s debris-cluttered flight lane, steering clear of drifting maintenance drones and a skeletal cargo hauler that was dead in the water, its beacon pulsing forlornly in the void.

	In the dim bridge light, Jax sat in his cracked captain’s chair, chewing absently on his thumbnail as Tolvin clambered around the nav console, recalibrating drift compensators with all four hands. The air up here smelled faintly of burnt dust and synthetic citrus—the ventilation deodorizer Mira sprayed once a week to “clear out the hamster stink,” as she called it.

	“Course plotted,” Mira announced, flicking switches overhead. “ETA to K-7-Beta is forty-three minutes, barring unexpected quantum anomalies, pirate ambushes, or reactor implosion.”

	Tolvin perked up, large black eyes gleaming. “Oh! That reminds me. Captain, may I initiate my quantum anomaly detection subroutine?”

	Jax squinted at him. “That depends. Will it work this time?”

	Tolvin’s ears flattened. “Define… work.”

	“No,” Jax said flatly. The last time Tolvin had initiated the subroutine it had detected so many fake anomalies that the Hamster had just flat stopped doing anything. Including flying. And recycling air. Luck alone had brought them into a station where they’d paid too much for a hacker to undo what Tolvin had done. When Tolvin’s programs worked they were a masterpiece. When they didn’t… that didn’t bode much thinking about.

	Tolvin sighed, typing mournfully on his tablet. “One day you’ll appreciate my proactive approach to pre-catastrophic phenomena.”

	Mira snorted softly as she toggled auxiliary thrusters to align their trajectory. Silence settled over the bridge, punctuated only by the thrumming bass of the Hamster’s aging engines.

	Finally, she glanced back at Jax. “You know, Captain, you never told us why you kept the name.”

	He blinked, dragged from half-formed worries about pirate gangs and malfunctioning life support systems. “What?”

	“The name,” she said, gesturing to the flickering ID display above the cockpit hatch that read “WAR HAMSTER-745” in mismatched stencil fonts. “You could’ve re-registered her under a new designation and got a new paint job any time. I can think of thirty better names. Anything but War Hamster.”

	Tolvin chimed in eagerly, “You could’ve called her The Valiant Venture, or Stellar Retribution, or The Quantum Ferret—”

	“No ferrets,” Mira snapped.

	Jax chuckled under his breath, eyes distant. He ran a thumb over a worn groove on his armrest where the paint had been rubbed down to bare metal.

	“I kept it,” he said slowly, “because it fits.”

	Tolvin tilted his head quizzically. “Fits… how?”

	Jax leaned back, staring through the cracked and patched view shield at the drifting scatter of orbital debris against the pinprick field of stars. “Hamsters are small and fluffy. People underestimate them. But they’re stubborn. Mean little bastards when cornered. Strong for their size. Relentless. More clever than anyone gives them credit for.”

	Mira snorted softly. “So, it’s a metaphor for your fragile ego.”

	He grinned without looking at her. “It’s a metaphor for us. This ship. This crew. We’re unexpected.”

	Silence fell again, heavier this time but somehow warmer. Mira’s fingers danced across her console as she adjusted inertial dampeners. Tolvin quietly resumed typing, though his upper left hand reached out to gently pat Jax’s boot, his species’ closest gesture to a comforting squeeze.

	A half hour later, the derelict mining platform grew steadily in their viewscreen. It drifted against the black, skeletal and silent, its flickering beacon pulsing like a dying heartbeat.

	Jax inhaled the recycled citrus-tinged air deeply, letting it burn into his lungs like resolve. Whatever waited for them on that station, it didn’t matter.

	They were the War Hamster.

	And that meant something.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The War Hamster latched onto the mining platform’s docking ring with a final hydraulic thunk. A hollow groan echoed through her hull as the pressurization system synced with the station’s minimal atmosphere.

	Jax checked his wrist display. Oxygen levels: thin but breathable. Temperature: freezing. Radiation: negligible. Perfect conditions for dying slowly. This would be a suit mission. Not his favorite, but not unexpected.

	“Suit up,” he ordered, suiting actions to orders. The suits were the newest thing on board and the only thing that was relentlessly kept clean and updated. The suits were the difference between life and death when things went wrong, and he didn’t skimp on them. He clipped his helmet in place, feeling the suit pressurize around him. His HUD flickered to life, overlaying Mira’s annoyed expression with bright green diagnostics as she locked her own helmet seals.

	Tolvin bounded into the airlock behind them, four arms working in coordinated frenzy to adjust his environmental harness, antennae flicking with excitement. “Oh, I love abandoned stations. They always smell like old fungus and ion decay. We never visit enough of them.”

	“That’s a horrifying thing to love,” Mira muttered, thumbing her plasma torch’s ignition switch until it hummed with caged energy.

	The outer hatch released with a metallic screech. Cold, thin air blasted against their suits as they stepped onto the dimly lit cargo transfer deck. Frost crusted the gridded floor panels, crackling beneath Jax’s boots and speaking to the water and air recyclers that were still at least somewhat functioning. Overhead, flickering industrial strips illuminated piles of abandoned equipment: sealed ore barrels, cracked loader drones, a broken autolathe draped in coiled pneumatic hoses like a sleeping mechanical octopus. There was more here than Jax had expected to find, and he mentally calculated how much their cargo hold could take. He didn’t see a reason to limit their salvage. It wasn’t like interested parties hadn’t had time to come back.

	Tolvin scurried ahead, waving a scanner wand in wide arcs. “No life signs. Low-grade power grid still online. Radiation shielding holding. Minimal structural collapse risk.”

	“Minimal isn’t none,” Mira said, eyeing a hairline crack zigzagging across a support beam overhead.

	As they approached the far wall, the target cargo container pulsed faintly on Tolvin’s HUD, outlined in blue.

	“There,” he squeaked, pointing. “Container 88-XG. That’s our assigned payload.”

	It sat nestled between two stacked pallets of shining mining chemical drums. Matte black, sealed with reinforced clasps, and emblazoned with a bright orange Class Three Biohazard symbol.

	Jax felt a prickle of unease between his shoulder blades and hesitated before stepping across the threshold into the next section. “Tolvin, scan for active defenses.”

	Tolvin flicked his scanner to tactical mode. “Thermal bloom detected. Two… three… five active drone signatures. They’re dormant, but—”

	His words cut off as a high-pitched whine erupted from the shadows behind the container. Twin optic lenses ignited with cold blue light. Then another, and another.

	The drones rose from their charging cradles on spindly magnetic treads, manipulator arms unfolding like mantis limbs tipped with plasma welders and bolt cannons.

	“Not dormant anymore! I think they heard us. Hostile posture confirmed!” Tolvin squeaked, diving behind a nearby loader drone as plasma bolts hissed past, slagging metal into glowing molten streaks.

	Mira was already moving, ducking low and igniting her torch. The jet of searing blue flame roared as she swept it across the nearest drone’s sensor cluster. The machine shrieked in a burst of static, its welders flailing wildly before it toppled, legs buckling beneath its melting chassis.

	Jax drew his kinetic pistol, sidestepped an incoming bolt that scorched a smoking gouge across the deck plates, and fired three rounds into the next drone’s central motor housing. Sparks and hydraulic fluid erupted as its arm flopped uselessly to the floor.

	Another drone lunged for Tolvin, plasma cutter sparking. Tolvin shrieked, scrabbling away with his lower arms while his upper hands fumbled in his harness pouch. With a triumphant squeak, he produced a cylindrical EMP grenade, yanked the pin with his teeth, and hurled it underhand at the drone’s treads.

	The grenade discharged with a sharp pop. Lightning-blue arcs crawled across the drone’s frame, its optics dimming as its systems overloaded. It froze mid-strike, smoke curling from its vents.

	“Thank you for your sacrifice, brave microcapacitors,” Tolvin whispered to the spent grenade casing, clutching it reverently.

	Jax crouched behind an ore barrel, taking measured shots at the remaining two drones as they advanced in staggered formation, weaving erratically to avoid his aim. Mira roared in frustration, vaulting over a stack of crates to come down hard on the nearest drone’s chassis with a two-handed downward sweep of her plasma torch.

	Metal screamed and melted as the drone split open like a cracked crab shell, inner circuitry glowing white-hot and throwing off thin sparks in yellow and gold. The final drone spun toward her, aiming its bolt cannon.

	Jax fired. The round punctured its exposed fuel cell. A jet of burning propellant ignited, incinerating the drone in a whooshing fireball that left the room smelling of molten polymer and ozone, a scent that came to him even through the suit filters.

	Silence fell, punctuated only by Tolvin’s ragged panting and the drip of molten slag cooling on frozen deck plates.

	Mira flicked her wrist, extinguishing her torch with a snap-hiss. “Pacified.”

	“Pacified?” Jax echoed, holstering his pistol. “You’ve been reading Tolvin’s tactical thesaurus again.”

	She grinned inside her helmet. “It has its moments.”

	Tolvin scrambled upright, scanning frantically for remaining threats. Finding none, he squeaked with relief. “No more drones. Power grid still stable. Container remains locked.”

	Jax exhaled slowly, adrenaline fading into bone-deep fatigue. “Let’s get it on the sled. Fast. Before something else wakes up. And let’s add anything else the sled will hold. Waste not and all that.”

	Jax wiped a smear from his visor with the back of his glove as they approached the container, Tolvin pulling the anti-grav sled. Jax looked down at the matte-black container, not quite willing to touch it. The bold orange Biohazard Class Three symbol glowed under his helmet lights, pulsing like an ominous heartbeat.

	“Tolvin,” he said, voice clipped, “scan it. Full spectrum. No guesswork.”

	Tolvin scurried forward, antennae twitching. His lower right hand clutched his tablet while his upper arms ran a portable scanner over the container’s surface, emitting rhythmic beeps that echoed across the cargo bay.

	“Mass is… approximately one hundred twenty kilograms. Organic heat signature detected. Low-grade life signs. No active fission or chemical hazard indicators. Internal atmospheric pressure nominal. Containment field active.”

	Mira tilted her helmet toward Jax. “Translation?”

	Tolvin squeaked. “Whatever is in there, is alive. Probably not contagious. Unless it bites us. Maybe it’s a pathogen-laced rodent army!”

	“Please stop wishing for that,” Mira muttered, wiping soot from her shoulder with the back of her glove.

	Jax’s gut clenched. This was supposed to be a simple retrieval. Container, sled, payment. No complications. But the universe loved to screw him sideways with bonus surprises. He didn’t really want to bring something living onto the ship. Who knew what would happen? 

	But the list of things they could do with 10,000 credits warred with his common sense. Sense lost.

	“Get it onto the sled,” he ordered taking one side.

	Mira grunted and they hefted the container by the handles while Tolvin scrambled to stabilize the sled with a flurry of manipulator adjustments. Together they maneuvered the container onto the mag-sled with a heavy metallic thunk.

	“Locked and stable,” Tolvin chirped, his tail flicking with excitement. “Should I—”

	A sudden shrill beep erupted from the container’s control panel, cutting him off. The panel lights flickered from green to amber, then pulsed bright red.

	Tolvin froze, all four hands in mid-air. “Um. Captain Jax?”

	“What now?” Jax growled, scanning his HUD readout. Beacon activated. External transmission broadcast blinking at the bottom of his display.

	Tolvin squeaked again, typing furiously on his tablet. “It’s broadcasting a distress beacon. Automated fallback. Frequency is… broad-band, encrypted, but—”

	“—but pirates can read broad-band fallback signals,” Mira finished grimly, her torch already in hand. “We need to move.”

	She turned sharply toward Jax, her helmet lights casting harsh shadows across her cheekbones. “Orders, Captain.”

	For a brief moment, Jax saw himself from outside: a worn-out ex-military pilot in a battered suit, standing in a freezing cargo bay lit by flickering strips and the red pulse of a beacon spelling doom. Two years ago, he’d have called in a tactical squad and blown the entire platform to plasma dust. Now, it was just him, a glorified hamster-themed salvage ship, a pyromaniac engineer, and an excitable rodent-loving alien engineer with a data fetish.

	He felt a grin twitch at the corner of his mouth. He knew which crew he wanted to be with in this moment.

	“We get it back to the Hamster,” he said firmly, “grab anything we can shove on the sled, seal the hatches, we haul ass out of here.”

	Tolvin squeaked in agreement, skittering alongside the sled as it hummed to life under Mira’s grip. “Ass-hauling protocol engaged!”

	Jax rolled his eyes behind his visor. “Please never say that again.”

	They pushed the over-laden sled toward the platform’s docking ring, boots crunching on frosted deck plates. Overhead, the pulse of the beacon cast everything in lurid red flashes, illuminating the skeletal shadows of dead machinery lining the walls. With each pulse, Jax’s heart beat faster, hammering in his ribs like it wanted out.

	Halfway back, Tolvin’s scanner beeped an urgent warble.

	“What now?” Jax barked.

	Tolvin’s ears folded back flat. “Incoming signatures. Four small craft. Fast approach. Vector intercept in… ten minutes.”

	Mira growled softly. “Pirates. Told you your bad luck would kill us someday, Jax.”

	He shot her a tight smile. “Not today.”

	The War Hamster loomed ahead through the docking bay’s cracked bulkhead window, her hull lights blinking a welcome-home pattern in the dark. Their ridiculous little ship. Their freedom.

	“Let’s go,” Jax ordered, gripping the sled’s bar and pushing with everything he had as Mira and Tolvin fell in beside him. They slid through the airlock, forcing it open and then closed before scrambling for the bridge.

	The War Hamster’s engines roared to life with a vibrating bass thrum that rattled deck plates under Jax’s boots. The docking clamps released with a metallic clunk as Mira guided the ship away from K-7-Beta’s skeletal frame, reverse thrusters firing to create distance.

	On the bridge, red warning indicators scrolled rapidly across Tolvin’s console.

	“Confirmed. Four pirate craft on intercept vector,” Tolvin squeaked, antennae twitching wildly. “Armaments minimal—mostly bolt cannons and rail darts—but they have boarding grapples.”

	“Great,” Jax muttered, strapping himself into his pilot chair and feeling it sink an extra three centimeters under his weight. “Exactly what we needed today.”

	Mira toggled weapon systems online, the twin plasma repeaters beneath the ship’s nose humming with readiness. “We going loud, Captain?”

	Jax’s jaw tightened. Out here, going loud was often the only choice. He flicked the comms open to general hail frequencies.

	Static crackled before a nasal voice oozed through the bridge speakers. “Unidentified salvage vessel, this is the captain of the Scourge Rat. You’ve picked up property claimed by the Kresh Syndicate. Power down your engines and prepare to be boarded.”

	Jax snorted, unable to stop himself. Scourge Rat. Apparently they weren’t the only ones with rodent-themed branding.

	“This is Captain Jax of the War Hamster,” he replied, voice steady. “We’re a registered reclamation hauler under Outpost Rho-9 Salvage Codes. Your claim is invalid. Break off.”

	Silence. Then raucous laughter erupted across the channel, tinny and jagged.

	“War Hamster?” the pirate captain wheezed between cackles. “Did you name it after your emotional support pet?”

	Tolvin bristled, his lower hands typing furiously while his upper right hand jabbed at the comms mic. “Hamsters are powerful evolutionary survivors! They store food in their cheeks and can gnaw through titanium if angered enough!”

	“Tolvin, off comms,” Jax barked, but a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth despite the rising threat vectors glowing across his HUD.

	The pirate captain coughed back laughter, voice regaining its oily tone. “Final warning, Hamster. Power down or we cut your engines and take the cargo. Maybe we’ll keep the little alien as a cabin pet.”

	“A pet?!” Tolvin raged, poking hard at the screens. “They shall rue their disrespect this day!”

	“Tolvin,” Mira muttered, flicking weapon safeties off, “focus.”

	Outside the forward viewport, four sleek interceptors arced toward them in a tight pincer formation, thrusters blazing blue.

	Jax toggled internal comms. “All hands brace. Mira, suppressing fire. Tolvin, dump excess coolant and reroute reactor flow to forward shields.”

	“On it,” Tolvin chirped, claws flying across his tablet as steam vents hissed somewhere aft.

	Mira’s plasma repeaters pulsed twin lances of searing blue into the void, forcing the lead pirate craft to roll away, its portside plating slagging under the impact. The second and third ships broke formation to evade debris, buying precious seconds.

	The fourth interceptor dove low, grapples extended. Jax yanked the manual control stick sideways, pulling the Hamster into a gut-wrenching barrel roll that slammed Tolvin against his harness with a squeak.

	“Stomachs… approaching… hamster wheel velocity…” Tolvin wheezed.

	“Hold it together,” Jax growled, leveling out just as Mira’s next volley smashed the interceptor’s cockpit canopy in a burst of crystallized debris.

	“Two down, two evading,” Mira reported coolly. Her hair, in its tight braid, swayed with each maneuver, dark eyes flicking from target lock to reactor readouts with lethal precision.

	“Tolvin, status on that coolant dump?” Jax barked.

	“Dumping now!” Tolvin squeaked. Outside, a cloud of frozen vapor erupted from the Hamster’s aft vents, masking their thermal signature. The remaining pirate craft fired blindly into the fog.

	“Punching it,” Jax said, slamming the throttle forward. The War Hamster’s main engines flared white-hot, and the ship shot away from the mining platform, leaving the pirates spinning in her turbulent wake.

	“Faster, faster, faster,” Tolvin chanted under his breath, antennae vibrating so hard they blurred. “Run like a hamster from a vacuum cleaner…”

	Jax allowed himself a short, fierce laugh as the jump coordinates locked onto his HUD.

	“Calculate a FTL jump.”

	Mira glanced at him, her helmet the only part of her suit she’d ditched. “We haven’t tried one of those in a while. I don’t know if those repairs are gonna hold.”

	“We’ll find out one way or the other.”

	“Calculating FTL,” Tolvin squeaked. “Five seconds… three… jump confirmed!”

	Space outside the cockpit warped into streaks of silver as the War Hamster vanished into faster-than-light transit. For a brief moment, everything was silent but the low hum of the reactor and the rapid thump of Jax’s own heartbeat. He mentally prayed the Hamster would hold together, and that they’d come out where they thought they would. 

	Mira exhaled slowly, hands falling away from the weapons controls. “Not bad, Captain.”

	Tolvin slumped in his seat, hugging his tablet to his chest. “That was… glorious.”

	Jax allowed himself a grin, eyes drifting over the flickering systems readouts and the dull green glow of the biohazard container still strapped to the cargo sled behind them.

	“Hamster wins again,” he murmured.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The War Hamster shuddered back into sublight speed with a teeth-rattling lurch. Jax unbuckled his harness, flexing fingers stiff from gripping the controls too hard.

	“Status?” he asked, voice low.

	“Jump complete,” Tolvin chirped, already scanning readouts. “No pursuit signatures. Reactor cooling nominal. Life support stable—well, mostly stable.”

	Mira cracked her neck, pushing away from the weapons console. “Let’s see what’s worth nearly getting spaced today.”

	They descended to the cargo bay, Tolvin scampering ahead with an excited skitter. The biohazard container sat silent on the piled-up sled, pulsing amber warning lights across the steel walls.

	“Tolvin, override the locks,” Jax ordered.

	Tolvin flicked his tablet interface, four hands moving in precise rhythm as diagnostic codes streamed down his display. The container’s locking clasps unlatched with a heavy clunk, releasing faint pressurized gas that smelled of antiseptic and stale oxygen.

	Mira raised her plasma torch warily. “Ready for anything.”

	The container lid folded back with a hiss of hydraulics. Jax leaned forward, braced for the stench of rotting biochem waste or the sickly-sweet reek of preserved organic cargo.

	Instead, he blinked.

	Inside lay a habitat module lined with soft woven bedding, two small water bottles clipped to the walls, a feed dispenser stocked with pressed nutrient grains, and, curled peacefully in the center, a creature that should have been small, but was as big as a large cat, with golden-brown fur, stubby paws, and twitching whiskers.

	A hamster. A giant freaking hamster.

	Tolvin gasped, antennae standing rigid in pure rapture. “It’s beautiful.”

	The hamster blinked its black beady eyes, wiggled its nose, and scurried in a slow circle, investigating the sudden light before stuffing its cheeks with food pellets from the dispenser tray.

	Mira made a choked sound somewhere between a snort and a groan. “We risked our lives for… a space hamster?”

	Tolvin ignored her, kneeling reverently beside the container. “This is no ordinary hamster. Look how big it is! And see there! The micro-implants along its dorsal ridge! It has a dorsal ridge. I wonder if that fur is stiff or soft? It should be soft, but…hrm… neural interface ports… telemetry nodes… Captain, this is an experimental neurolink navigator. The Navy’s Project Scatterseed attempted to biosteer nano-scout ships using direct rodent neural pathways. They abandoned it due to… um… ethical constraints.”

	The hamster finished stuffing its cheeks and turned its head to stare blankly at Jax, paws folded primly under its chin. Tolvin beamed, eyes misting slightly. “We should name him. For morale. And give him a tiny bunk. He can stay with me!”

	“Don’t get attached,” Mira snapped, though her eyes lingered on the hamster with reluctant amusement. “We’re taking it back, right? Forget the 10k. We could sell it back to the Navy. It’s probably worth more than our ship.”

	“It is, but…” Jax said, feeling the tension in his chest loosen into a warm ache. He reached out and gently scratched the hamster’s head with a gloved finger. The creature sniffed him once, then returned to stuffing pellets in its mouth with single-minded devotion.

	Jax chuckled. “Strong. Stubborn. Underestimated. A fighter. Like us. Like the ship. Maybe we should give it a name. They did ask for the cargo container without specifying the contents.”

	“That’s an assumed technicality, Jax. You know that.”

	He looked around the cramped, flickering cargo bay—the exposed conduit pipes, scuffed deck plating, and rust-streaked bulkheads. His ship. His crew. His ridiculous, beautiful freedom. “I do. But… it’s a technicality I’m willing to go with.”

	Mira pinched the bridge of her nose. “We’re keeping it, aren’t we?”

	Jax looked at the peacefully snoring behemoth, then at his crew. The ship’s dim lights flickered overhead, casting dancing shadows across the steel and fur.

	“Yeah,” he said softly, a smile creeping across his face. “We’re keeping it.”

	 

	────────────

	 

	As The War Hamster slipped into another FTL jump, stars stretching into silver lines around them, the soft snoring rumble of their new crewmate echoed through the ship.

	In a galaxy full of destroyers and battlecruisers, no one feared a hamster.

	But maybe they should.
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