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THE CUCKOO OF CARGO BAY FOUR  
 
 
Arcturus Harbour spanned a planetary system but even that vast 
network of interlocking structures, in whose lacunae various vast 
space-going ships hung immobile, was set to dwindle into the 
star-spangled distance as the Merchant Starship Hesperus, slowly 
disengaging her traces, eased out stern foremost. 

Both the captain and the first officer of the MS Hesperus were 
held by most of her non-bridge crew to be, like the Universal 
Architect, at once invisible and all-powerful. The former trait 
allowed the majority ordinarily to ignore them, but the latter 
inevitably led to the mantra WOBIT, a euphemistic translation 
of which might be ‘Watch Out, Boss In Transit’, which was spat 
out in hissing tones at least once every watch.  Much like the 
planet Venus, after the evening apparition of which the ship was 
named, such transits were infrequent but spectacular. Hesperus 
had literally just waved goodbye to the restraining struts of 
docking bay A3-5 and had assumed her own control when the 
stentorian tones of Captain Sylkclare announced the calamity to 
his subordinates: he had reason to suspect that MS Hesperus was 
harbouring a stowaway. 

Rather unfairly regarded in some knowledgeable circles as the 
slowest ship in the Merchant fleet, it was likely that the Hesperus 
would now be even slower, and retaliation from annoyed paying 
passengers on such occasions often took the form of no tips for 
the crew. The crew was decidedly put out as Hesperus was guided 
clumsily but accurately by Navigational Officer Gear back into 
dock at Arcturus Harbour and set to station-keeping to allow the 
inevitable sweeps of every deck to be undertaken. The veteran 
first officer, Commander Spaniella Spigot, long convinced that 
she would never command a ship of her own unless over 
Sylkclare’s dead body, and operating in consequence in a 
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permanently aggrieved state, vented her indignation by storming 
across to the bridge’s communications station to call up and 
harangue Harbour Supercargo Grendel for gross incompetence. 
A past-master at referral upwards, HS Grendel grinned widely 
and unabashedly and passed her swiftly on to his chief, Spangles, 
whose notoriously inflexible ears the commander was welcome 
to try to bend. 

Harbourmaster Spangles had once also aspired to a command 
of her own but had got no further than commanding the traffic 
in and out of Arcturus. She had no love for the Hesperus or her 
Master, having in her long-lost youth been engaged to the then 
Sub-Lieutenant Sylkclare. He had deserted her to fish in more 
profitable waters elsewhere and left her a sour and disappointed 
girl. Now a sour and disappointed woman, her high-pitched and 
loud nasal twang could shiver the toughest of timbers and she 
gave tongue in no uncertain manner, placing any fault squarely 
on the collective shoulders of the malcontents among the 
loading teams of the Hesperus. She was also uncharacteristically 
uncommunicative as to the nature of the stowaway, informing 
Commander Spigot only that the transmitted scan copy of the 
completed ship’s manifest, a remarkably accurate and lengthy 
communication received automatically as the Hesperus departed 
harbour, disclosed an animate moiety that should not have been 
present, given the stringent import controls at their next 
destination. The captain of the Hesperus should have checked his 
cargo before relinquishing Arcturus Harbour Authority’s control 
and proceeding under his own navigational guidance – he knew 
the rules. Spigot also knew the rules and without proof to the 
contrary, she had no defence. She bitterly closed the link and 
stalked off to confront her commanding officer, whom she 
suspected was blazing trails through the cargo hold as the place 
most likely to conceal a fugitive.  

Spigot found Captain Sylkclare lashing his cargo master with 
a blistering barrage of invective and waved the offending part of 
the cargo manifest under his nose: scans run by sensors in cargo 
bay four after lockdown had shown readings suggestive of life. 
When the payload of bay four was supposed to be spare engine 
parts, this was unfortunate. Regrettably, current readings were 
clear: whatever had been in there was now patently not, so either 
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Sylkclare’s runaway was smart enough to outwit the cargo bay 
security systems or there was a breach in the bay through which 
escape was possible.  

Spigot gazed malignantly at the captain, whose jaws were 
rhythmically chewing non-existent gum as his mind whirred 
uncomfortably into action. 

“All available crew to security sweep,” was the sum of his 
deliberations. “And all passengers to keep to their quarters,” he 
added as an afterthought. 

“That’ll make us even more popular,” Cargo Master Chee 
grumbled in an undertone, raising his eyes to the grimy tangle of 
overhead pipes that constituted a major part of ship’s outer 
environmental systems.  

A perplexed second later and Chee’s eyes were still there. He 
could swear that a pair of eyes was looking down at him. 

A soft scuffle, no more than a susurration, accompanied by a 
tenuous mist of disturbed dust, and the eyes vanished. In some 
perplexity, Chee reported this to his chief, pointing frenziedly to 
the spot where he thought the apparition had manifested.  

“I want three search teams in here pronto!” barked Sylkclare.  
“That’ll certainly flush him out,” Spigot snorted in disgust. 

“He’ll surrender and come out with his hands in the air. If he’s 
got hands,” she added.  

It was noticeable that the captain and his first officer were 
not on terms. In fact, they never had been, and the present 
situation in Spigot’s opinion was yet another demonstration of 
Sylkclare’s ineptitude. 

“Those vent tubes are big enough to hide an army of 
stowaways,” she went on, raising a derogatory finger skywards. 
“He, she, it or they will be halfway to the galley by now.”  

She turned on her heel and marched off to conduct her own 
searches elsewhere.  

 
Hours later, tired, grubby and having missed lunch, the 

search teams reported sulkily to their captain that no sign of his 
fugitive had been uncovered, despite their use of the best 
technology available, or at least available to them. And the 
passengers were becoming increasingly restive, having been 
confined to their cramped cabins for so long – Hesperus was not 
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one of the Diamond Class vessels of the Blue Comet Line to 
which the ship belonged, but the fares the travellers were paying 
entitled them to more than a few square metres of the same view 
and the limited facilities contained therein. Sylkclare had no 
option but to issue a release order for passenger quarters and 
reassign a less cantankerous set of bodies to the search. He then 
put a call through to his first officer, not having had the pleasure 
of her company on the bridge for some time.  

Spigot sailed self-confidently through the bridge doors and 
took her place next to the captain just in time to hear the comms 
officer announce a gold-coded message incoming from Admiral 
Redcloud. This was unhappy news: gold-coded meant highly 
confidential and probably heralded a first class hauling over the 
proverbial coals for the unfortunate commanding officer, for 
Redcloud was the uniformed representative of the shareholders 
of the Blue Comet Line and had cut his teeth aboard military 
space service vessels. Invalided out, he had grudgingly accepted 
the Merchant Service as it meant a comfortable billet in Arcturus 
Harbour Office and free passage on any ship of the line when he 
fancied a furlough. Sylkclare swallowed perceptibly and swept an 
anxious finger around the inside of his high collar, as if he 
expected his ranking pips to dematerialise.  

“I’ll take it in my briefing room,” he instructed his comms 
officer. 

“Best place,” agreed Spigot equably, pulling her station’s view 
screen across and running busy fingers over various symbols 
there displayed. “I’ll check with the Harbour Authority and 
bring them up to date on my searches.” 

Sylkclare gave her a puzzled glance in passing but could not 
stop: Admiral Redcloud was notorious for his intolerance of 
incompetence, one incarnation of which was Rasmus Sylkclare. 
The more perceptive among the bridge crew twitched curious 
ears and exchanged furtive glances: their first officer seemed in 
an uncommonly good-tempered mood, given the current thorny 
situation.  

Spigot tabbed her screen and commanded a connection to 
med-bay. “Any luck, Doc?” she inquired of the face looking 
back at her. 
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“May have,” it answered. “I linked all the data from the final 
manifest log into the ship-wide contamination detection system 
and as you suggested, I ran a scan for dust creep through the 
vent tubes – the dust is slightly radioactive from all the trans-U 
metals we carry, and when were the tubes last cleaned out? We 
have creep and hence a trail. I suggest you get down here.” 

“On my way. Gear, you have command of the bridge, just 
don’t move her a nanometre out of position or I’ll have your 
ears for breakfast.” 

“Yes ma’am. No ma’am.” Navigational Officer Gear was 
ecstatic: he had never had command of a duck in a bathtub 
before, much less the bridge of a starship in harbour. “Helm, 
maintain hold at station-keeping.” 

“Shut your gob and pass the coffee,” responded Helm. 
 
By the time Sylkclare emerged from his briefing room, the 

bridge crew was becoming twitchy. A lengthy chinwag with an 
admiral meant either promotion or career meltdown, and their 
captain was not in line for the former, his subordinates were 
sure. They watched his features surreptitiously but closely. The 
downturned mouth was one of his customary expressions, the 
furrowed brow another: he was giving nothing away.  

The skipper resumed his chair. “Where’s Spigot?” he barked 
at the comms officer.  

“Med-bay, sir. Shall I get her on the comm?” 
“What the frigate is she doing in med-bay?” he demanded. 
Comms was spared the reply as the first officer herself called 

in to inform the captain that she and Chief MO Fulmer had just 
apprehended the stowaway, who was now sleeping peacefully in 
the ship’s medical facility. She had also informed Harbourmaster 
Spangles and one of Hesperus’ transfer shuttles was prepping for 
departure to the harbour office. 

“Not before I have a word with that damned scallywag!” 
Sylkclare snarled.  

“Tricky if he’s sleeping,” Helm was heard to mutter as the 
captain stormed off the bridge, railing about having the offender 
up on a charge for delaying his ship. 

Spigot was quietly triumphant and finding it hard to control 
her expression as Sylkclare stared down at the stowaway in the 
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growing realisation that having a word would be more than 
difficult. The offender, twitching perceptibly and definitely in 
the land of dreams, was not human and would undoubtedly have 
command neither of English nor of Interlingua.  

“We operated isolation irises either side of her in the vent 
tube from the main galley and then pumped in morph gas,” Dr 
Fulmer explained helpfully. “I’ll crate her up safely for transfer – 
Commander Spigot’s taking her over in a shuttle.” 

“Meanwhile, she’s having a catnap,” Spigot told the captain. 
“Let’s go, Doc.” 

 
Harbour Office, that rotating hub of officialdom hanging off 

Arcturus Three in a dizzying orbit that gave spectacular views of 
the giant orange-red disk of Arcturus itself thrice a day, hove 
into view as the shuttle banked and turned. Spigot had elected to 
fly alone and skilfully piloted her small craft into a subsidiary 
docking bay close to the Harbourmaster’s own headquarters. 
Unclipping the harness that had held her to her seat in the 
weightless environment of space, she stepped over to the exit 
portal, steadying herself in the rather heavier gravity of the 
spinning station. Swiftly, she released the safety catches and 
ordered the portal open. 

Spangles stood at the bottom of the ramp, arms akimbo, a 
lesser officer hovering in some trepidation behind her. As Spigot 
stepped down, the harbourmaster straightened up and gave a 
salute. 

“Welcome aboard, Commander,” she said formally. 
“Glad to be here, Harbourmaster.” Spigot scanned the 

limited horizon of the docking bay and turned her gaze back to 
the other woman. “One sleeping fugitive to return to Arcturus 
Harbour med-bay.” 

“Med-Ensign Frosthammer here will deal with her. Well, get 
on with it, boy!” she instructed, shooing him off. “Meanwhile, 
this way, Commander.” 

They strode through the exit and into Ms Spangles’ private 
sanctum, where the harbourmaster lost no time in bidding her 
companion sit.  
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“I’ll just get us a couple of tots of jetfuel. How are you, 
anyway Spannie, I haven’t seen you in the flesh for ten months 
at least.” 

“Fair to middling, Murrabelle, yourself?” 
“Same old, same old,” was the response. “And Sylkclare? I 

heard Redcloud was after his blood?” 
“More than his blood,” Spigot snorted. “Redcloud contacted 

me before he did him.” 
“And?” 
“Sylkclare’s been given a new assignment... a base here and 

command of a taskforce of five ships.” 
“What! They reward him for stupidity by giving him virtually 

his own fleet?” 
“It’s not exactly a reward,” Spigot informed her. “Not when 

his taskforce is a fleet of garbage scows on permanent harbour 
clean-up patrol.” 

After a period of somewhat immoderate mirth, Spangles 
continued, “And you, Spannie, what do you get?” 

“Command of the Hesperus. Down the hatch!” 
Their celebrations were interrupted by a chime from the 

harbourmaster’s comm: it was med-bay, informing her that the 
felon was in fine fettle and that an appropriate custodian could 
retrieve her at any time. 

“I’ll be over shortly,” Spangles responded. “She’ll be glad to 
be home,” she told Spigot, pointing to the cat basket in the 
corner. “The cargo bays of the Hesperus are probably not the 
most pleasant of places at the best of times – no offence.” 

“None taken, Murrabelle, none taken. Job done.” 
Spangles spoke again. “Wonder how they dealt with this sort 

of thing in the old days, when harbours were planet-based and 
ships not docking bays for idiots like Sylkclare.” 

“In those days we were grateful for a ship’s cat.” 
 

*** 
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