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On the afternoon of May the 23rd, 1878, I found myself standing in the muggy shadow of the airship Piet Retief on the airfield at Durban, Natal Province. The fortnight’s journey from London to Durban by way of Cape Town had addled my mind and left my eyes feeling as if the sands of the Kalahari herself had traversed the width of the Dark Continent to take refuge in my ocular orbits. Normally, I enjoy the leisurely perambulations of airship travel, but the urgency of my mission had me straining at the traces and wishing for the Gate Keys I had turned over to the Ministry’s archives back in ‘72. Aethergate travel would have carved weeks off my journey, to say nothing of being much less taxing on the backside.
While I waited for the porters to off-load my steamer trunk and gun case from the airship’s hold, I surveyed the city, such as it was. The moist haze of subtropical afternoon pressed its heavy hand on the landscape, and even the shrill screech of a steam whistle somewhere down on the Point seemed muffled. Adjusting the magnification on my tele-monocle, I brought the distant harbor into clear view and watched as an ancient side-wheeler laboured to clear the harbor, a dark plume from her funnels drifting languidly up and across the bay.
The sudden occlusion of my view by a dark forest made me release the monocle in reflex, and I stared into the yellowed eyes of the chief porter.
“Jambo, mbwana,” he said. “You need cart to get to town, ja?” Behind him a skinny boy regarded me with a gleam of hope in his eyes. “My nephew has cart. Make you good deal, mbwana.”
“I say, that won’t be necessary,” I told them, “but if some one could show me the way to the Royal I’d be quite grateful.”
While the skinny boy looked disappointed, the porter himself beamed. “At once, mbwana. My second wife’s nephew’s brother knows the way, you bet.” He waved one brawny arm above his head and shouted something at a group of native lads crouched in the shade of a luggage shed. While the erstwhile cart man shuffled away, a spry lad wearing little more than a breech cloth bounded across the dusty field.
He skidded to a halt beside the larger man, and they gabbled in one of the native dialects for a moment. The boy eyed my steamer trunk with a certain amount of dubiousness, all the while casting surreptitious glances in my direction.
While they negotiated, I addressed the steamer trunk in question. The boiler had been cold for several days while in transit from the Ministry’s offices in London. I stoked the compact furnace with a few scoops of coal pellets from the trunk’s storage compartment, and set the clockwork ignition to start the fire. Standing from my labours, I found the natives had competed their business. The boy crouched in the shade of the airship waiting for me while the muscular porter shambled toward a sturdy looking building with the White Star logo above the door.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/85284 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!