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Clarion’s Call - Introduction

This story is about a boy searching for an environment capable of sustaining his spirit as he tries to grow up, how he finds that place, and how he confronts the witch within himself in order to finally be free.  He is an orphan, and the cage he is kept in is symbolic of the lack of options for the very poor and connectionless like himself.  He is made to learn magic up in a tower, representing mandatory public education, where everything is taught at the lowest common denominator and the social scene is vicious and artificial.  The glass table represents the mandatory testing and accountability that has at times so choked the school systems that there is little time left for actual learning between the tests.

The cottage he is taken to when he is adopted is the closest thing in a fairy tale to an ideal home: two loving parents and a good comfortable house.  Finally, fed up with school entirely, he begs to be schooled at home.  The witch they warn him against is his inner tendencies that could get in the way of his success, and the wide wood is the volatile and dangerous, but wonderful, world that he cannot be sheltered from forever.  He succumbs to, and is forced to face, low self-image (rejection by the spirit-girl), apathy (sleep), and craving for short-term pleasures such as drugs (golden apples).  

Next, he discovers that past a certain age an uncontrollable desire to leave and see the world sets in, bringing inevitable discontentment.  Out in the town by the castle, he discovers that the best way to be noticed is by listening, that people are often only as good to you as you are to them, and that identity is crucial, and hangs most strongly upon what we desire.  He finally sees the witch in a mirror and discovers that she is just a part of himself.  She represents his internal demons that he must face in order to be safe from himself and become a mature adult.  The typical fairy-tale ending of him being able to get whatever he wishes for demonstrates the power Clarion gains from knowing himself and what he desires.  

It is unusual for a fairy-tale character to undergo as much change as Clarion does, or to have as much back-story as I have put in, but in other ways he fits the genre well.  His character may have a few complexities, such as his intelligence and shyness, but his responses to situations are fairly predictable; he either falls into the traps laid for him or he conquers them.  There is little room for characterization in this sort of plot.  

There are only three other main characters: his foster parents and the wicked witch.  They also fit the fairy-tale model well.  His foster parents are simply kind and loving, willing to sacrifice much of their happiness for his sake.  They are helpers.  The one way in which they break the mold is that it is typical for only biological parents to be good and understanding in fairy tales, while foster parents tend to be wicked and greedy. 

The witch is a standard clever villain, using magical disguises to fool the protagonist three times.  What is less typical about her is that the witch turns out to be a part of Clarion and that she is never totally defeated.  Thus at the end, Clarion becomes a more rounded character, with evil joined with good, and his happiness, although great, is by no means perfect.  In a way, he steps out of the fairy tale at the end and attempts to begin a real life as an adult.

Clarion’s Call

Once there was a boy who lived in a rusty old cage near the base of a grim white tower, straight and sheer without door or window.  The only opening was a set of winding stairs that began on the roof and descended deep into the tower.  The roof overlooked the dark forest that stretched out forever in every direction.  

The boy’s name was Clarion because of the curious clarity of his wide blue eyes.  Every day he was awakened in the early dark hours by the harsh sound of a brass bell that echoed throughout the woods for miles.  Then, he and all the other orphaned boys who were forced to live in the cages all met, rubbing their eyes, at the base of the tower, where dozens of children from all around had begun to gather.  When, half an hour later, all the children had gathered around the tower, suddenly a horn gave a great blast and a huge net, nearly concealed in the grass, hauled all of the children to the roof of the tower where it dumped them in a heap like so many fish.  There they were met by the privileged few, kings’ sons and the like, who arrived on brooms, flying carpets, or the backs of giant birds, griffins, and dragons.  

A long winding stair led down into the depths of the tower, where the daily routine began.  Clarion, being young, didn’t have to descend very far, but the older the students got the farther they went down the stairs.  Every day the children were forced to sit with hands outstretched, while an old man in a pointed hat threw small glowing stones at them.  If the children managed to catch them, they dissolved in a shower of sparks and caused their fingertips to glow with power, for they were magic stones.  At the end of the day, their hands tingled with the energy of the stones, and they could barely use them.  But some of the children were lazy or afraid and sat at the back of the room where the stones rarely were thrown to them, and made little effort to catch them, so that at the end of the day their hands were still as plain as they were before.

At night the poor folk were all dropped back down in the net while the other children flew off into the setting sun.  Then those that had homes walked off into the forest, huddled in groups of three or four, while the orphans were locked back into their cages.  The cages were supposedly locked to protect them from the wicked witch of the forest, but the locks kept them in as much as they kept her out, and really did little of either.  The old rusty locks were easily picked with a hairpin or a bit of wire found on the ground on the way to the net.  Little did the children realize that the wicked witch left some of those things there in order to lure them away from the tower that kept them safe.  Sometimes a child who escaped from the cage would run off into the woods after some strange bird or other enchanted thing and never be seen again.

One day Clarion awoke to find two new faces looking in at him.  They belonged to an older man and woman who had no children of their own.  The man said, “Look at this one.  What beautiful eyes he has.”

“Yes,” said his wife.  “What is your name, child?”

“Everyone here calls me Clarion.”

The woman was delighted.  She said, “Then it’s clear to me that you’re the one.”

“The one for what?” he asked.

“The one who will come home with us and become our child.  Would you like that?”

Clarion told them he would love that very much, for he was eager to escape from his cage and the bleak world of the tower.  So after that, he lived in their little cottage some miles away, and was quite a bit happier than he had ever been before.  He was quite disappointed to discover that he still had to go to the tower every day, but at least he had a comfortable bed, two people who loved him, and his own little flying broom to ride to the top of the tower so he didn’t have to use the net.  He had many small chores around the cottage, but he didn’t mind them much.  There was only one rule he was never to break.  “Never go off alone into the woods,” his foster mother told him on his first day there, “or the wicked witch will surely ensnare you with some enchantment.  Always go straight to the tower, and always come straight home again.”

“But why do I have to go to the tower at all?” he asked.

His foster mother laughed, then got a faraway look in her eyes.  “We are both gone all day, serving our lord.  It wouldn’t be safe to leave you here alone.  Besides, wouldn’t you be lonely?”

He said no, he wouldn’t, but still it was impossible for him to be left alone there, for there is no possible defense against the wicked witch for a young child left alone in her realm for too long.

But the tower soon became much worse than ever before.  One day some men and women wearing stiffer, straighter clothes and strange badges came there.  They wanted to make sure the children were being given enough magic to be able to survive in the wide woods alone later on.  They brought with them a large round table made of mirrored glass.  Once a week, the children had to stand in a ring and place their hands on the table.  Their hands left prints behind on the glass, showing how much magic they had gathered.  But every time, a little of the magic was left behind, stuck to the tabletop, and was wasted.

The children who were not catching many magic stones were soon caught and placed in a room of their own, where they had smaller stones tossed to them very gently, so they were easy to catch.  But the power they got from the stones was because of their speed, which is why they were thrown at all, so these children got little magic at all after that.  Frustrated with the idea that not everyone was getting enough magic when there was so much of it to go round, the people in the tower decided to make the children touch the table every day, and then finally every hour, to see how they were doing.  Soon nearly all of the magic was simply smeared across the table, doing no one any good at all.

One day, Clarion told all of this to his foster parents.  By now he loved them very much, and the word foster had dropped completely from his use.  That day, his story so shocked his parents that they stopped eating, put down their knives and forks, and asked him to repeat it.  Then they shook their heads.  “It is a dark day for the children of the world,” said the foster father, “when their guardians would rather know how little they give them than be uncertain of how much.”

The foster parents talked long into the night, and when morning came, they told Clarion their plan.  “You won’t have to go to the tower any longer,” said his foster mother.  “It will be hard, because we will all have to give up our brooms to pay for it, but we will buy your foster father’s freedom from our lord so that he can stay here with you.  It won’t matter.  I will walk to the castle every day.”

So Clarion and his father stayed at the cottage every day.  Far from being an easier life, Clarion found that he was given twice as many chores to do, but he much preferred it to the tower.  For two hours every morning, the two of them went out a little way into the woods and stood very still.  Suddenly something would zip past in a blur of light, and if he was quick enough, Clarion would find a magic stone in his hand for a moment before it burst with incredible energy.  The difference was that these stones were still vital and alive, and flew on tiny wings.  And although he only spent a few hours of the day doing this and had to catch the stones himself, Clarion was soon amazed at how much more quickly his power grew.  

Protected from the wicked witch and far from the tower, Clarion’s happiness lasted until he was fourteen years old.  One day, walking back from the forest in the evening with his father, Clarion saw a beautiful young woman clad all in white, who moved so lightly through the woods that she made no sound.  He immediately ran towards her, but his father pulled him back.  “Don’t go near her,” he warned.  “You never know what might happen meeting a stranger out in the woods, where she has no right to be.  She could be the witch herself in disguise.”

The next day this happened again, and again he was warned, though he begged and pleaded all the more.  The third time she appeared, he was nearly mad with unschooled passion and curiosity, and his father’s sensibility filled him with resentment.  That night, as he prepared for bed, he glanced out the window, and saw the phantom white robes of the girl, who stood thin and erect at the edge of the wood, beckoning him nearer.  He stole out of the window and ran to her, but as he did so she turned away and let fall a single word that struck him like a hammer blow, laden with enchantment: “worthless.”  Then she disappeared.

For days he walked with his head bowed, meeting no one’s gaze, as if in a trance.  He didn’t eat or sleep, and could be persuaded to do nothing in the way of work either.  Every day he muttered the word “worthless,” to which his parents replied, “Clarion, we love you.  You aren’t worthless.”

But all he said was, “I don’t need your love.  I want hers.  Go away.”

Finally, his father could take it no longer.  One day he slapped him and said, “Fool of a boy!  You treat our love like dirt just because you know it will always be there, and want only what you cannot have.  Can’t you see?  It is only Want itself that you want, and only that gives her her looks.  That’s the old witch, and not a young girl at all!”

Clarion seemed about to wake from his trance, but then he slumped forward again until his father finally said, “Please, Clarion.  Just accept our love as well.  Tell us that you are glad we love you.  You don’t even have to say you love us back.”

And Clarion said, “Fine.  I accept your love.”  But although he tried to say it without any feeling, feeling crept into his voice, and he welled up with tears.  “And I love you, too,” he added, his arms around them both.  The spell was broken.  He looked out the window and saw a bent old woman stumbling away, clothed in filthy gray rags.

But the witch soon struck again.  When Clarion went out to catch the magic stones, there came a day that he didn’t see a single one.  He searched and searched, with his father close behind, but soon grew weary of wandering for so long, with so little reward.  The next day was the same.  Clarion stumbled along behind his father, finding nothing.  The third day he was so tired of the fruitless search that when they were sitting still, waiting for stones that never came, he noticed his father’s back was turned to him and stole away into the bushes to take a nap.  No sooner was he asleep than the witch appeared and cast another spell.  The father, sensing something was wrong, turned and discovered Clarion’s disappearance, but it was too late.  When he found him he was fast asleep and nothing he did could wake him.  

Clarion slept for days, but his parents soon discovered that he would answer if spoken to, in the peculiar manner of someone deep in dreams.  Every day, his father would say, “Come and catch stones with me,” and every day Clarion would reply, “In a little while.  I’m just sleeping for now.  Soon.  Little while.”

Finally, one day his father said, “Fine.  Don’t come and catch stones with me.  But do this one thing right now.  Open one eye a little bit.  That’s all I ask.”

After several minutes, one eye slowly opened.  “Good,” he said.  “Now the other.”  

The other eye opened as well.  

“Now roll onto your side.”

He did.

“Now roll onto your stomach.  You’ll be more comfortable.”

Clarion tried to, and promptly rolled onto the hard oak floor.  Then his father said, “Get up, before you fall asleep again, and let’s go catch some stones!”

So the second spell was broken.

But the witch struck once more.  As Clarion began to walk farther into the wood with his father, he soon noticed a tree that was laden with the most beautiful golden apples he had ever seen.  His father warned him not to touch them, because they were probably enchanted as well.  So he left them alone and didn’t really mind much, being well fed.  

Then one day Clarion forgot the lunch that his mother had packed for him, and they went deep into the forest that day.  Clarion became exceedingly hungry, and when his father wasn’t looking he slipped off and grabbed an apple from the tree.  No sooner had he bitten into it than he found it to be the sweetest thing he had ever tasted, and cared for nothing else.  But he didn’t tell his father that he had tasted it.

Every day, he snuck out on his own to sample the tree, unaware of the terrible dangers he was facing every time he went that deep into the wood.  Fortunately his parents soon guessed the truth, for they saw how frequently he disappeared and wasn’t to be found anywhere around the cabin.  Also, his skin had begun to turn a sickly pale yellow from the wicked fruits.  So they asked him, “Did you disobey us, and eat from the golden apple tree?”

And every day he answered no, then disappeared again, until one day they said, “We don’t want to punish you.  We won’t take away your apples unless you let us.  Just tell us if you have been eating them.  We are only trying to help.”

And he finally said yes, and admitted that he was under an enchantment.  He trusted them then, and they were able to keep him away from the tree.  However, the spell was not broken for some time, until with great care and patience they finally weaned him of his lust for the witch’s apples.

After that, things went well for Clarion for a little while, but he soon was troubled again.  The tiny cottage stifled him and his power grew stale in his hands.  Even his loving parents seemed to be weighing him down.  He told them this, and they nodded sadly.  “We could not protect you forever,” they said.  “You have the wanderlust.  It finds everyone in the end.  The time has come.  Now you are ready to face the witch herself, and you must go where your heart leads you.”

Clarion was afraid, but he packed his few belongings and set out on the road the very next morning, his heart quickened with adventure.  He soon came to the town surrounding the great castle where his mother served her lord every day.

There were many people about, men, women, and children, and many ways met at the great gate of the town, but no one greeted him or even seemed to notice his presence at all.  Suddenly Clarion felt enchantment in the air, for the less the people looked at him, the smaller he became, until he was afraid of shrinking away to nothing at all.  He cried out, “I’m here!  Look at me!  Please,” but the louder he shouted the less notice he received.  

Then Clarion remembered his magic arts, and listened intently to an old beggar who was sitting alone, talking to himself.  The more he listened, the more the man began to be talking to him instead, and the larger in size Clarion became.  He was pleased at his great size and the fact that everyone noticed him now, so he began to talk down to people, trying to make them shrink the way he had made himself grow.  But as they shrank, they became darker, harder, scaled, and became scorpions and serpents.  

At first he was terrified, but again he remembered his magic arts, and he spoke simple praise and kindness to one adder that was sitting by his feet, waiting to strike, telling it what beautiful colors shimmered on its scales, and how incredible its symmetry and proportions were.  And it became beautiful, grew in size, and became human again.  So he did this to all the rest, speaking to them all as equals, and he was able to pass safely by.

Clarion came into the castle, where a great ball was being held, and a deeper dread settled on his soul.  He began to see himself more and more as if from a great distance, as if looking at a stranger.  His words seemed more alien to him every second, and his face less familiar, until he was lost in the crowd and somehow couldn’t even see himself or know where he was.  Everything began to become gray, and the grayness of varying shades all became grayer, more and more alike, until the whole world was not so much fading as blending into mush before his eyes, until there was no color, no light or sound, no touch, smell or taste, nothing at all except mortal terror.  

Finally, a thought entered the whirling chaos:  Name.  What is your name?  He remembered his mother’s voice asking what he was called.  He said “Clarion.  I am Clarion.”  And the fear lessened dramatically, but everything was still gray.  He went on: “I am fourteen years old, have golden hair and blue eyes, and am five feet six inches tall.”  He could now see himself again, fairly close up, but still as if seeing a stranger.  He remembered the experiences he had had in the tower.  He saw the others occupied with laughter and games while his younger self sat in the corner, not fitting in.  “I am shy.  I have never fit in well in crowds.  I am bright, sometimes too much so for other peoples’ liking.”  Now he was looking out of his own eyes, but still felt disconnected, as if seeing everything through wavy glass, thick and green.  “I am lonely.  I want a friend.  I want to be understood by people and to understand them.”  At the words “I want,” his eyes became clear again and he was himself.  But still he felt the pull.  

He suddenly felt a presence in the next room, and thought that all he had to do was open the door and the witch herself would be there.  Afraid, he opened it nonetheless.  And all he saw was a mirror hanging from the wall with his face reflected in it.  Then it seemed to grow old, wrinkled, and green, and the witch stood before him.  She said, “You will never escape me; I am part of you forever.”  

Clarion replied, “that is all very well, but doesn’t that mean that you are much smaller than me, because otherwise you couldn’t fit inside me along with everything else?”  At his words, the witch faded back into his face.  He smiled, and all his best features were brought forth instead, so that he looked unusually handsome and cheerful.  “And now that we understand each other,” he said to the reflection, “I would like a cottage of my own, if you please, and then I think I will go to this ball of yours and see whom I meet, for I should like a wife someday soon as well.”  

Suddenly, he saw a cottage reflected in the mirror, and knew that it was his own.  He soon fell in love with someone he met at the ball, they married, and they lived fairly happily for a long time, for although the witch never entirely went away, Clarion had learned how to face her in time of trial and how to be happy regardless of her schemes.

