


The last time I saw Xavier
was on the nineteenth of October.
Said he had to go off to take care
of something.
I felt very alone,
even as I acknowledged how much
I leaned on him.
In recent days now,
in the following year,
I’ve seen him around
the brilliant landscapes again.
Here and there, in sight,
so welcome to find,
despite knowing
I shouldn’t engage,
and I tried
to keep my distance.
I thought I succeeded.
I did succeed,
if I consider
not imagining us
too close
is success.
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And yet, here he is beside me now,
his sword in his grip,

his leather gloves squeaking as he holds the blade
toward me,

an offering.
The flat is angled my way,

the point off to the side.
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“You’re part of this,”
he tells me. “So why
do you want to leave?”

“I don’t,” I say, bristling,
surprised, a little insulted.

He asks why I went back
to the scar.
I hadn’t realized I did.

“You’re not going to find
answers you like there,”
he says. “I don’t mean,”
A shrug.
“answers that are
uncomfortable. I mean
answers that
aren’t holy.”
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“I know my hidden motives for both paths,
and neither are well.

I feel like I’m going to go wrong
no matter what I pick,

so I ought to pick the one that hurts more
because

that’s what saints do,
and I’ll be able to share you easier at the end.”

“Sharing me easier at the end…
means the path is deceptive,”

he says after the quiet of thought.
Contemplative hesitation.
“It’s harder to share me

when the path doesn’t promise that, yes?”

“But that path is easy. It uses all my skills.
But no one tells me if I’m good enough

in that path. I’ve chosen that for myself.”
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“How do you know it’ll be warped?
You don’t know that.
Not everyone’s abused on that path.”
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I push the blade down
and look away from him.
“I just want to feel like I’m good too.
I’ve only ever been overlooked
and not taken seriously.
I’m good too. I have talent.
I’ve worked so hard to improve myself.
What I do is real art and stories too.”
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“Yes, you are.
Your saints didn’t seek out abuse.
They found it by being themselves.

Doing God’s will.
What are you doing here?”

Again, he lifts his sword and angles it
as a mirror toward my face.

“You’re being you. This world is you.
You’re not going to let them beat you down.

You do that, your world is silver again.”
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“I don’t want to go back!”
I move to turn, but his hand grabs
my face. It’s gentle,
but firm. Serious.
“I don’t.
I really want to take the other path.
But I don’t feel like
I’m actually at the end,
when I’m at the end.
It feels like I decided to stop somewhere
and call it done.”

His periwinkle eyes shine with bafflement.
“Haven’t you always been like that?
I don’t mean in a bad way.
It’s just, you do that.
You see something pivot bad,
so you pivot back to tie it off
differently than you planned.
You have all these goals
that never turn out the way you imagined.
Their ends still had ends.
They were just different than the signs said.”

“But this path doesn’t have signs.
It has,” I quote the air. “optional stops.”
Book launch parties, social media celebrations,
themed cupcakes and opening a box of author copies
you’ll never distribute and signings with real
books or tip-in sheets stacked to flaunt for the
camera and desperate posts begging people
to look at you
as you run to another “optional stop”
with another manuscript to publish.
“There’s never finality to it.”
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Xavier actually laughs.
“Then take their damn shit and flush it.
But,” And he grows very serious.
“you can’t drudge it up again if you do that.”
I press my mouth shut and glance away.
“Reflections is your business.
Your site shouts that you’re you.
The entire point of Reflections
is a reflection of you.
I’m not saying that path’s not good
because they’ll challenge you.
You need someone to challenge you.
I’m saying the other path’s not good
because they’ll change you.
You can find a challenge anywhere.
You could take the other path
and get hate.
God’s already equipped you
for that one though.
You’ll do fine.
And you might be surprised
when you reach your goal.”
His palm slung over the crossguard,
he puts his other hand to his hip
and leans back
to look at the suns.
“Isn’t that what’s important
to you anyway?
The goal?
It’s not the end of the path.
It’s not the finality of it.
The path only ends when you’re dead.
So how much can you change the fantasy genre
before then?”
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He finally smiles.
He takes my shoulder

and leads me toward that other path,
the one I thought I shouldn’t do,

and he hooks his fingers on a tree branch
as he peers

through the dappled woods
and comments what a beautiful season it is.

He says how much he’ll always be here.
He won’t go anywhere.

Never has gone anywhere.
But when I turn and eye him with worry,

he scoffs it away.
He says he knows this is what I want

and that there are challenges and difficulties
that I won’t need to walk across on purpose

to trip over.
He says, with a tired chuckle,

that I don’t need that.
And besides, he adds,

why would I want the industry professionals
of the other path

telling me how good my work is
when all that says is how much money

they’re sure they’ll make
off your fight?
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Before I start along the path through the trees,
he jogs after, takes my arm, turns me around,
and presses his sword’s grip into my right hand.

“Every time you doubt yourself,
look at your reflection,
and you’ll know where you must be.”

“The Bible says we have to forsake ourselves
for God,” I echo.

“Forsake yourself, sure,
but for God. Not for those people.
Whatever God wants in this path,
I know you’ll do it.
You really care about that.
Remember your goal,
and when you reach the end of the path,
you’ll be glad
and won’t have any regrets.
So walk the best you can.”

Gently, he pushes me onward.
His hand, over mine, clasping the sword,
trails away as he flicks a wave with his other
and grins.
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Xavier folds his gloved hands behind his back.
He cants his head. “Are they?”

he asks, curious, testing.
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He cants his head to the other side now.
Shifts his weight to his other hip.
He’s waiting, listening.
He knows it’s my turn to speak.
“So which is best for you then?” he asks anyway.
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Finally, Xavier smiles. It’s so apologetic.
“I want what you want.”

Lifting his shoulders, he offers,
“That’s peace of mind.

You want to have total control over your passions.
You want to build a brand and use all your skills.

You want to live content that you aren’t leaning
on anyone else

to tell you who you ought to be.”
Uncoupling his hands, he points to the sword.

“Your reflection within the blade
is meant as a reminder.

If you hate all these options, that’s fine.
But you needed to figure that out first.

I needed you to think it through seriously,
just as you’d think through the other path

seriously too.”
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“Do any of those routes give that to you?”
He scoffs then.

“Nevermind. That’s a rhetorical question.
Of course they can’t.

They aren’t designed for being on a bookshelf,
are they?

They’re designed for sales.
They’re designed for the online world.

You don’t want your book to live in that world.
It isn’t designed for that, and neither are you.”

I approach him. My boots crunch on the
twigs and leaves
of the forest floor,
and I look down and only just now realize
they’re oak trees.
“These aren’t my favorite type of trees,”
I simply say.

Extending his hand, Xavier asks,
“Do you want to see if the other path

has pine trees instead?”
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How could I dare continue to pursue my own goal
—seen through with The Immortal,

and plodded down on Routes 3 and 4—,
when my own goal never satisfied me?
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As we turn around and head back
to the other path
past the hill we climbed over before,
Xavier releases my hand
to stretch his arms behind his head.
He complains that he wishes my books could be
spectacular self-published prizes too.
But then he gives a wry sort of grin
as he says that we all have to give something up.
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“What am I giving up, Xavier?”

Xavier takes my hand again, then my other,
spins me so we’re facing one another,

and he says, sincerely,
“Yourself.”
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All the skills you pride yourself on.
All the dreams you exhaust nothing on.

All the ambition you chase that means nothing.
All the envy you judge yourself under.

You’re not doing this for yourself,
you’re doing this for God.

God didn’t free you from the mirror labyrinth
and grant you the ability to

finish writing manuscripts
for you to chase a goal

that’s only there for yourself
no matter how much you try to say

there’s a way to make His goal happen too.
So give it up.

Give your will up.
Give it to God

so His will is yours.
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We pause before the other path now.
Lined with pine

with a forest floor that’s pokey with dark soil.
Xavier keeps one hand in mine and the other
clutching tight the sword hilt to my palm.

“Are you ready to do that?”
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“Are you scared too?” I whisper.

“Of course,” he whispers back. “I’m you.”

“This route is dark,”
I observe, peering into
the tightly-packed
pines trees.
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If I’m going down this route to find
satisfaction
with success

or end results,
I won’t find satisfaction at all.

If I’m going down this route to find
satisfaction

following God’s will for me,
it’ll be worth any hurt that lies ahead.
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Xavier lets go of my other hand,
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