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An Ode, humbly inscribed to Edgar Allan Poe.
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Let me not name it to you, you chaste stars!

– William Shakespeare

Prologue

17__

The lithe young woman took pause to arrest her accelerated breath and unrelenting pounding heart within her bosom, grasping the infant, which she had so desperately secured under her cloak. Her raven black tresses were sodden with the permeable entity of rain, and her complexion conveyed an appearance redolent of the pallid hue of the grave. She stood but a few moments, trembling with fettered turmoil; but anxious to advance her egress, she took flight once again with increased vigour. She swiftly approached the entrance of a forest, vast and abundant with growth; and examining her surrounds with conviction of the absence of her pursuer; she descended deep into the forest seeking out a haven for her child. She began to feel the deprivation of fatigue but continued running aimlessly until sufficient shelter had been found to imbue defence. She then perceived a small area of foliage, which had seemingly been contrived from the limbs of a tree, and there began to lower him amid the elements of autumn as if to lay him within a silent tomb. She kissed him tenderly with arrant devotion; then hushing him to remain mute, withdrew without utterance of a word – and vanished.


		
I

The facts and circumstance to which I now indite, warrant no speedy transmission in itself; and yet, it weighs heavy upon the cavities of my soul despite the many years which have lapsed since. The disposition and obscurity to which I am presently accustomed were rendered permanent amid the contingencies of which I am at liberty to commit to the page.

Variant to most, I possess neither extensive nor material knowledge of my parentage. Nor can I readily own to the general preservation or devotion that would naturally aspire from this advantage. Despite this impediment, I have nonetheless been fortunate to obtain the affection and benevolence of those dear to me throughout the course of my life.

My father, I knew nothing of, and the first and only memory I possess of my mother imports equivocation. For it is to this I must relate my beginning. Neither her countenance nor her beauty was known to me and could therefore not assuage any mortification I may have suffered as a child. There was neither regret nor explanation preceding the estrangement which was about to emerge, for I can solely advance on the pretence of believing her to be eminently more deserving of a nature that was pure. The circumstance to which I now refer would inevitably sever our connection forever; as to how I survived this adversity, I hardly know. To where our parting would transport her was uncharted; for I can only portray the unremitting despair I endured and attempted to comprehend as a result of this consequence. This memory, upon recollection, is so vivid that on applying commitment to my senses, the environs of the forest to which I was discarded, materialise. For I was utterly alone and felt irreparable distress and agony. Weeping bitterly upon my eventuality, I found that my only comfort was the grandeur of the trees which encompassed me, the defoliation of leaves beneath me, and the biting inclemency of the rain.

I had lost entirely all concept of time, and what I had perceived to be hours may have merely been dilatory. But as my despair began to dissipate, I was conscious of there being another presence at some distance, as if sentry. By design, it appeared to convey a sense of custodianship, for its purpose was incongruous, yet to some degree consequential to my very being. I turned my gaze towards its general proximity and to my astonishment perceived the most majestic of creatures, a singular stag. Its beauty and stature were unequalled by any other living creature I had yet observed. Its eyes were fixed upon me with such immutable stillness, yet I could not acquire the means to account for its motive. After no small degree of deliberation, I half anticipated the creature would approach me, but on hearing some movement beyond our boundary, it scuttered at immeasurable speed through the woods from whence it came.

Abaft a sizeable oak near at hand, stepped a small indigenous girl with considerable caution, followed by the measured appearance of a curious medley of itinerants. They focused their attentions with bewilderment, and with a sense of discerning trepidation, progressed their gait toward me. One particular gentleman, whose disposition was deficit of the excessive commodities of nobility; was, upon speaking, furnished with the acumen and manner of a personage of that distinction. He was a jolly sort of fellow, exuding the warmth and sprightly countenance of such folk content with little.

“My dear child,” said he, “how the deuce are you arrived at such a pitiless location? And more pressing,” whispered he, “on being here very much alone?”

I was unable to respond directly, for my degradation had rendered me mute, yet he was patient with admittance to my reply and did not give way to various pungencies. The girl who was my first observer, knelt gently before me, enfolding my hand and enquiring whether they might be of assistance. She spoke with such affection that its invocation gave rise to proclivities of kinship, which were genuinely peculiar and uncommon to me. But after ascertaining that I was unable to respond a second time, the gentleman introduced himself, so as to achieve remedy for any embarrassment.

“Herimius Sneep, at your service!” said he. “And might I present our beloved Elinor,” gesturing towards the girl who knelt before me. I mustered an insignificant smile which motioned their resolve and induced Mr Sneep to a somewhat vigorous ovation.

“Capital, capital!” said he, addressing all present. “Well, well, I do believe this could be a profitable moment in which the offer of sweet mallow tea is submitted. Mr Ogbie! Might I tempt you to a small measure of elderberry wine?”

“Yes, indeed!” replied Mr Ogbie. “Splendid notion, Sneep, lead on, lead on.”

Sneep then solicited me further with endearing sympathies. “Dear child,” said he, “you are most welcome to join us in our meagre dwelling place to take comfort in the warmth of our shelter. We have an exquisite communal fire ablaze; which will no doubt inspire all manner of creatures any untempered imagination might permit!” And as he started off through the woods, he added, “But all in good time, child, all in good time. And when you see fit, naturally.”

Respecting his manner, there was an altogether resounding smile which would permeate the most stolid of creatures. His attire was uniformly gentry yet indicated a method of retribution which reduced his bearing to the tenure of poverty. I came to know him as the most amiable of men, and he was eminently well respected, both on acquaintance and among the realm of the proficient. He intrigued a certain curiosity of acute introspection, which would, to some degree, entreat the discipline and guardianship I deeply aspired.

Upon the company having dispersed into the forest, Elinor had remained faithfully at my elbow. She made no forcible extrication, just sat serene and contemplative, as if to conjure the halting of time. Dusk was fast approaching, and I was consumed with formidable depletion, for I yearned for a regenerative repose which might reclaim my current stupor.

“Come,” said she, “you are drenched and appear altogether frozen to the bone. Let us make haste for shelter, if that is agreeable to you?”

Being compliant to her suggestion, I summoned my composure and its grief. Scarcely had we induced our perambulation when a loud cracking sound resonated through the trees, followed by an assemblance of laughter and blithe joviality. Elinor chuckled to herself with considerable discretion adding, “That is most likely Dorum. His incantations are seldom fruitful.” We exchanged a smile, but I was curious as to what she had referred. It ignited a strenuous fascination that did not equate to my sensibilities but warranted some proof or data that might extricate such disbelief. Were these allurements commonplace or were they merely anchored or distributed among a minority? I was anxious to inquisite further, so as to procure a conclusive result, for I could not deny that this was of substantial interest to me, nor indeed of it claiming some magnetic charm.

We continued our walk at great length, yet I had furthermore abstained from any verbal exchange, and proceeded thus, I recall, for a duration of significant measure. Elinor provided a generous supply of both singular and prismatic folktales, which were offered to accomplish divertissement. She spoke of extraordinary creatures and of varmint beings of the night; and of a living giant which resided in a neighbouring region of our current dwelling.

On approaching our destination, we came upon the most delightful, thatched cottage of a most beguiling form. It was a timbered thatched house compiled of roughly coursed malmstone, and a thatched roof, which was densely packed and cumulate of an erratic patchwork design. There were three gables subtly obscuring the eyebrow dormers and a large incongruous stable door delegated as an entrance to the property. Etched upon the door were employed the words ‘Cobbler’s Feat’, which was ceremoniously apt for that of its occupant.


		
II

Darkness had manifest, accompanied by an astringent sting in the air. Remaining at the stable door stood Sneep, eagerly awaiting to receive us; and it was with a considerable measure of charm in which he had accomplished thus.

The cottage was adorned with candles and glass lanterns, which bestowed a most restful impression. Upon entering the property, my attention was drawn directly to its most commanding attribute; that of a monstrous fireplace, which was magnificently aflame. There was an abundance of abstruse objects and a cumulative exhibit of botany and dried vegetation; the latter of which hung at a most irregular fashion from the timber beams. Moreover, the most salient of all visible appurtenances were the books. Their allegiance eclipsed every portion or scope of surface that might offer interlude. Prodigious tomes of impenetrable substance amassed the room and staircase and were systematically made design of for a chair or table. They lay strewn across the floor as if dropped from a great height, rendering it progressively difficult to allocate a portion of the floor on which to stand.

“Elinor, my dear,” said Sneep, “do help me clear the way for our honoured guest.” And so, they both precipitated aimlessly for my benefit. “Come,” said he, “install your little self upon this chair by the fire. We shall have you warm and dry, momentarily.”

He had taken liberty to indulge upon us some modest viands, of which he had prepared previously. Contributing to this was a large pot of tea and a blanket, which was established upon my person. My appetite was somewhat impaired, but I was most gratified of its offering; and although I was in receipt of such charitable cordiality, I could not evade the dejection to which my thoughts were committed. My mind was fettered in my adversity and its gravity submitted to an involuntary eruption.

“Dear boy,” said Sneep with benign composure, “you are among friends now. Take solace and assuagement in those gathered here. May we, the company, ardently oblige the extension of our charity and protection concerning your well-being – indefinitely? That is to say, I humbly offer you my home, which is at your disposal; should that be favourable to your propensity, of course.”

I was imbued with such rapture that I knew not how to comport myself. My emotions revolved with such inconstancy that I could scarcely determine exultation from despondency.

“Thank you, sir,” said I. “Am I to believe that I may remain here?”

“Indeed, child,” he replied, “and for as long as you might permit. Whatever misfortune has befallen you, may your distress and suspicions be relinquished – over the remedial course of time that is.”

“I thank you, sir!” said I, aghast at such kindness.

“Well,” said he, “you are most welcome. In truth, I revere our situation to be positively providential! Our dear Elinor came to be here upon similar circumstances to your good self. She is in fact my niece, and indeed my only living relation, to whom I am acquainted. Her gentle, sweet mother died upon giving her birth, and my dear brother has passed on to another sphere some years previous. Upon his death bed, he entreated my benefaction to secure her as my ward. Therefore, a legal entrenchment was formulated and achieved prior to his demise; and there began my new undertaking of a paternal nature. Although the situation was ensued upon the most unlikely and inept of individuals, I can heartily concede on it being the most agreeable and edifying of occupations.” At which point, Elinor bestowed upon him a warm and loving embrace. “Consequently, effectual measures shall be taken in order to procure you an education, replete with nourishment, discovery and marvel. As you can see, providence has bestowed upon me the advantage of a luxuriant library; to which shall ameliorate in compliance with your appetites. As my previous occupation was that of a professor at an institution of some repute overseas, it would give me the greatest of pleasure to afford you the knowledge I have endlessly procured for the acquisition of study upon your good self. I feel certain of your abilities and that of your capacious mind, that our undertaking will be derived at with avidity and fastidious accomplishment. The privilege shall most certainly be mine, and you shall attain the affection and companionship of dear Elinor, who shall offer a diverting provision during any respite. And that being said, might we dispose of any formalities by advancing with an introduction to all here present?” Naturally, I conceded with prevision. “You are acquainted with Elinor, of course, and might I present Mr Ogbie – a gentleman of profound dexterity and affability. Oh! Such an abundance of memorable exploits shared upon our long-standing alliance!” To which the two gentlemen reciprocated a chortle of compliance. “May I also introduce this fine pair of merrymakers, Dorum, and his wife, Dorcas. Each of the company here resides at the cottage periodically; but for the exception of Dorum and Dorcas, who sporadically cast off in their horse-drawn cart, should an occasion present itself.”

He then proceeded with the concluding occupants of their party; that of two curious and intriguing creatures; a large and most pleasing mawkish sort of dog, who allotted me affection for the residuum of twilight; and an august bird of prey, stationed in the corner of the room. “Our cherished canine, Soc, inherited his name through a consummate Greek philosopher; and Dotimi, who is a species of the falcon lineage, and a most uncommon yet vigilant pathfinder.”

“How do you do,” said I. “My name is Cornelius.”

“Well, well, little fellow,” said Sneep, “we are delighted to make your acquaintance indeed, are we not?” to which each of the party submitted an approving ingression. “Now, might I solicit restoration to your appetite and invite you to delight upon the provisions here set before you? I do so wish for you to achieve somatic substance and durability, my boy. There is nothing quite so edifying as a hearty repast.”

“I am much obliged, sir,” said I, subsisting with appeasement.

The remainder of the evening was consumed with conversation and an assortment of intoxicating melodies, through the medium of string and wind instruments. Never, upon the entirety of my ephemeral life, had I encountered such exquisite sonancy. Its sustenance rendered me somnolent, but I was entranced by its euphony, to which its procurement evoked the protraction of sleep. Sneep, however, had observed my exertions and prepared a cot, of sorts, for my repose; to which he rendered invitation to its admission.
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