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			To middle school Tim.
The adventures mattered.

		

	
		
			People shouldn’t call for demons 
unless they really mean what they say.
C. S. Lewis, The Last Battle

			Only put off until tomorrow what you are 
willing to die having left undone.
Pablo Picasso

			I’m not permitted to explain the rules of the game. 
Nor to acknowledge whether or not we’re playing one.
Robyn Schneider, 
The Beginning of Everything

		

	
		
			Who is Cy Borgmyn?

			Cy Borgmyn (Cyborg Man) is a human + machine experiment in creativity. Cy is the combination of Tim Kulp and various Artificial Intelligence algorithms working together to build a story. These stories are designed to be enjoyed by humans, specifically younger humans.

			The creative process for this work roughly follows the following outline:

			
					Tim ideates a story.

					Tim partners with a Natural Language Generation (NLG) system to create the words of the story. Some words Tim writes. Some words the NLG system writes.

					Tim reviews and refines the story, sometimes using the NLG system to clarify points or flesh the story out.

					Tim works with human editors to clean up, clarify, and flesh out the story further.

					Tim works with copy editing software and human copy editors to clean up more.

					Tim works with Text-to-Image (T2I) systems to build the illustrations for the story.

					Tim cleans up and improves the images from the T2I system to match the theme and content of the story.

			

			Cy Borgmyn is the pen name used by Tim to represent work that Tim and his AI partner build. Tim represents Cy as a “We,” as Cy Borgmyn is not just one mind, but multiple. One human mind, many machine minds. Just like a Cyborg in science fiction, Cy Borgmyn is human + machine.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			We are Cy Borgmyn, human + machine, and this is our latest book.

			Two words drove the idea of this book: Adventure Series! This book was written prior to THE LIGHT OF ENKI and was the book we learned how to work together (Tim + the Artificial Intelligence systems). The human part of our mind wanted to write an adventure series that kids would dive into with strange worlds, stranger monsters with epic heroes they could identify with. 

			Our human half, Tim, used to go on many adventures as a kid. Most were mundane explorations around his small hometown, but the possibility for danger, the potential for nightmarish horrors from the forest depths, were around every corner. He knew they were there, but they never came out. 

			In this series, the monsters come out of their hiding places. Those monsters are not only in the dark of the night, but in the dark of the character’s soul. Fear not, these heroes are ready and while not all the heroes will arrive at the final trial unscathed, they will remind us all of one simple fact: crisis isn’t a choice, our response to it is. 

			We hope you enjoy your ascent up Mirror Mountain, but beware the descent into darkness that follows. The things in this world aren’t for the fainthearted. 

			We are Cy Borgmyn, and this first story is about facing the worst monster of all, yourself. Beware, its cruelty knows no bounds.

			Sincerely,

			Cy
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			1

			“I said, leave him alone.” 

			Eric slams his locker shut in a thunderclap. Everyone in the narrow hallway stops moving. A thick silence descends on the onlookers as Eric slowly approaches Jackson—the air crackling with tension between them.

			The rattling air conditioner blows Eric’s wild black hair across his face. His beat-up flannel shirt flaps in the icy breeze. A chill hits him through the worn out knees in his jeans. His clothes are always a mess, mainly from the many occasions when he’d stood up to bullies at Junction Hollow Middle School. 

			Eric always told himself, and others, that he’d rather talk bullies down, but usually talking led to punching. No sense talking to someone who only understands fighting.

			“Get bent, Eric.” Jackson grumbles as he holds Andy’s backpack. Andy tries to reach for it, mumbling something unintelligible through Jackson’s torn up work gloves. A sleeveless denim jacket, tight red curls, and pale complexion made Jackson look like a cross between a biker gang member and a clown. 

			Someone’s math worksheet tumbles in the breeze between Jackson and Eric. No one goes for it. All anyone can do is step back away from the energy sizzling between the two. Traffic in the hallway parts, opening for the impending fight. 

			Eric moves closer. “You’re going to give him back his backpack right now before I make you.” The crowd gasps, but Eric doesn’t hear it. His focus is on Jackson and what happens next. Eric’s blood is pumping, his eyes focusing on Jackson and the rest of the world fades in the white-hot focus of doing what’s right. Standing up for what’s right, just like his mom would have. 

			“Make me!” Jackson shoves Andy down with a thud. The backpack is thrown to the floor with a plastic crunch. Andy cringes, tears building in his eyes as he scrambles for his backpack. Jackson struts up to Eric. “Come on!”

			Eric remembers what his mom said: stand up for those who can’t stand for themselves. She would be proud if she were still around. He knows his dad isn’t going to like this, but he’s not going to hide, not going to back down from clowns like Jackson. Eric’s going to fight for his friends no matter how many bloody noses he gets, or gives.

			“Fine.” Eric steps into the center of the hallway and drops his backpack. It doesn’t thud on the floor, just collapses empty and silent. “Let’s go.”

			The crowd erupts in cheers as both boys start swinging. Jackson pulls his head back, looking away and swinging. He gets in a lucky shot that sends Eric stumbling. Jackson backs away. Eric closes the distance with fist raised, teeth bared in a grin. Greenie grabs Eric’s arm and pulls him back. 

			“Not worth it, man!” Greenie barks at Eric. Her thick green braids swung around her as she squeezed Eric’s wrist. He winces and opens his hand quickly to try and slip out of her iron grip. “Back down.” 

			Greenie wasn’t a giant, but she was close. Her long limbs and lithe body hid in baggy clothes, four sizes too big for her muscled frame. Eric was always amazed at her strength grown from crashing her skateboard and climbing mountains in her spare time.

			Jackson holds back from Greenie as she flicks a warning glare at him. No one messes with Greenie. She’s terrifying - all the things Jackson was not: fit, popular, and, worse of all, rich. All the things Jackson knew to avoid in the social animal kingdom of middle school.

			All the fight from everyone quickly evaporates as teachers poke their heads out their doors to see what’s happening. 

			“Yeah whatever.” Jackson pushes his way through the crowd, head down, hands shoved in his pockets. 

			“I had it covered, Greenie.” Eric rubs his shoulder where Jackson missed his face but still landed a hard punch. 

			“You mean, thank you.” Greenie punches him where Jackson got him. Eric winces. “You’re welcome for not letting you get expelled for fighting… again. Gotta watch out for our own, you know?” Greenie smiles and tosses Eric’s empty backpack to him. “Where are your books?” 

			“Left’em home.” Eric shrugs. 

			The crowd disbands in disappointed sighs.

			“You need to bring your books.” Greenie looks across the hall, watching everyone leave and seeing Andy still on the ground. 

			“Why?” Eric shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. Don’t need to know history for a job at Schleppy’s. Just gotta be able to hammer and carry heavy junk.” 
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			Greenie rolls her eyes. “Really? That’s,” her jaw locks, teeth grinding, “you can do more than that. There’s more to the world than that stupid factory.” She motions to Andy on the floor, her cheeks blushing bright pink, “Can you help him?”

			Eric smiles, chuckles, “Yeah, you going to run away now?” 

			Greenie scowls. “I, I need to get to class.” She looks away from Andy, her cheeks still bright pink, “Don’t you say anything.”

			“I won’t.” Eric chuckles and walks to Andy as Greenie disappears into the crowd. “You okay?”

			Andy nods. His thick black rim glasses didn’t cover his tear-streaked face or blotchy cheeks. Grimacing, he adjusts his glasses and reaches inside his backpack, pulling out the shattered remains of a 3D printed drone propeller. Andy’s lip quivers as he stares at the broken pieces, fresh tears stinging his eyes.

			“C’mon,” Eric takes the book bag from Andy, “I’ll walk you to class.”

			“Thanks.” Andy mumbles as they walk. “Jackson’s such a jerk. A stupid jerk.” The last words are whispered quietly and quickly followed by Andy looking over his shoulder. He made sure Jackson didn’t hear him this time, but Eric also didn’t hear him. Anna has all his attention as she walks by.

			Her black curls dance as she strides to class. She always holds her shoulders back in perfect ballerina posture. Eric can smell her perfume, lilacs. Thinking of the scent blinds Eric to the open locker in front of him. He slams into it. The clattering metal signals everyone to see the idiot who wasn’t watching where he was going. 

			Andy chuckles. “If it makes you feel better, Anna didn’t notice.” 

			“I don’t care.” Eric’s cheeks redden, almost as much as Greenie’s did when she saw Andy, as he steps around the locker and ducks away from all the stares. 

			“Just talk to her.” Andy shakes his head, confused. Eric can’t contain his laughter when Andy shakes his head. Flappy cheeks wobble and Andy’s wild, dark brown hair flaps around in twists. Usually, it gets caught in his glasses, but not today. “You are ready to fight anyone, but can’t even ask Anna out?” 

			“I don’t fight anyone,” Eric corrects him as they keep walking. “Only bullies.” 

			“Well, you better ask her soon,” Andy sighs. 

			Eric stops. “Wait, why?” He tugs on Andy’s stick thin arm to stop. “Is she going out with someone?”

			“Worse. She’s moving. Junction Hollow’s latest loss. So, you better ask her out soon cause I heard her telling the teachers she was moving in a few weeks. That was a few weeks ago, so I guess it’s any time now.” 

			Eric sighs. Schleppy’s downsized again, and it sounds like Anna’s parents were the latest on the chopping block. Eric looks back at her as she disappears into a classroom. She’s the latest person in a long line to leave him in Junction Hollow. Anna leaving sucks almost as bad as the one that hurt the most. 
“And, since I’m breaking news…” Andy says.
Eric doesn’t let him finish. “What? You too?”
“I didn’t want Operation Breaking News to go down like this, but since I’m ruining your day, might as well tell you all the bad. I’m going to be moving soon too. Mom and Dad were laid off Friday.” 
Some people would say ‘it hit him like a gut punch’, but Eric knew what a gut punch felt like and this was way worse. It took his breath away but also emptied out his mind like all the thoughts he had just jumped out of a sinking ship. Anna and Andy? Leaving? The hazy thoughts couldn’t let through anything else, not even the first time his name was called on the loudspeaker. 

			“Eric Clark, Jackson Grewberg, report to the Principal’s Office immediately.” The loudspeaker repeated, echoing through the halls. Eric doesn’t blink. Shock hasn’t worn off yet, so he staggers to his sentencing on numb legs carrying the weight of the worse day of his life—and the terrible part hadn’t even started yet.

		

	
		
			2

			The Principal’s Office could barely fit the desk and two chairs that crowded it. Posters of cats holding tree branches, sail boats in rough water, were duct taped to the walls. Big words under each picture: Hang Tight, Push Through. Eric scoffs at the posters, thinking they’re in the wrong school.

			No one here hangs in. No one pushes through. 

			“Have a seat, gentlemen.” The Principal, Mr. Henderson, nods towards the two chairs. Jackson smirks, faking arrogance as he wipes his hands on his jeans leaving long sweaty streaks. His foot taps quickly after he sits. 

			Eric plops down in the chair, slouching, familiar with this scene. Jackson’s not the first fight this year, or this month.

			Mr. Henderson’s office smells like sweat. Perhaps that’s because every time Eric is here, he’s sweating. Would this office smell different if I just stopped by to say hi? He laughs at the thought, why would I do that? Mr. Henderson was just like everyone else in Junction Hollow, stuck. Stuck until they were told to go away, or until they found something better.

			“So,” Mr. Henderson looks from Eric to Jackson, “you two were fighting again.” 

			“He started it.” Jackson points at Eric. 

			“Pshhhhh!” Eric hisses. 

			“Oh please, like anyone believes you, Eric.” Jackson squints. “You’ve been starting fights all year.”

			“Only to stop people like you!” Eric gets out of his chair. Fists clenched, knuckles white and ready to find Jackson’s nose.

			“Boys, boys, take a seat!” Mr. Henderson points to Eric’s chair. He’s the only one standing. “What happened to you two!? Not long ago you were partners in crime, now you’re fighting so much I think it’s your new hobby.” The clock ticks as Mr. Henderson glares at the boys. In the hallway, someone sneezes. No one says anything. “I’ll ask again, what happened?” 

			“He-,” 

			“I-,” 

			The office door opens. Eric’s dad walks in, disappointed face and head wagging. 

			The sight of Mr. Clark speeds up Jackson’s foot tapping, speeds up his finger twisting. If Eric’s dad was called, so was his. And being called from the factory meant his dad didn’t get paid and if he didn’t get paid, Jackson shivered at the thought. Now the office smells the stink of sweat mixed with panic. 

			“Mr. Clark, your son was fighting… again.” Mr. Henderson sighs, “Suspension. One week for repeated offense. Another incident like this, Mort, and I’ve got to expel him. State’s rules.” 

			Mort Clark nods understanding and opens the door, “Let’s go Eric.” 

			Eric stands up, slings his book bag over his shoulder, almost smacking Jackson with it. Jackson didn’t move. He was too busy watching for his dad to burst through the door screaming. Compared to what was coming for Jackson, Eric got off easy. 

			***

			In the car, Mort Clark let out a sigh that said a lot to Eric. I’m disappointed, not again, straighten up, all expressed in one long breath. Silence was the exclamation mark at the end. It sits between them long enough to be broken by the choking roar of black exhaust belched from a rusty blue truck. The truck parks quickly and wheezes a sputter of smoke as it shuts down. A big man gets out, slams the truck door and cusses through his scraggly rectangle of a beard. Jackson’s dad, judging by the tight curly red hair.

			Their car starts smoothly and quietly as Eric’s dad hit the power button. They pull away as Jackson’s dad hitches up his dirty jeans and stomps the mud from his boots on the welcome mat at the school’s entrance.

			“What was it this time?” Eric’s dad asks.

			“Jackson was picking on Andy,” Eric grumbles.

			“And that was worth getting into a fight about?” The steering wheel squeaks under his dad’s frustrated, twisting grip, “That’s why you’re getting suspended?”

			“Dad, c’mon,” Eric whines, “It’s not like I started it.” 

			“I don’t care if you started it or not. You need to learn to control your temper.” 

			“It’s not my temper!” Eric barks, “It’s not right. Andy’s so much smaller—”

			His dad puts his hand up. The universal stop-talking-about-this hand that Eric knew all too well. Anytime mom came up, the hand came up. Anytime leaving Junction Hollow came up, so did the hand. And anytime Eric explained why he needed to stand up for the little guy came up, yep… so did the hand. 

			“When we get home, no TV, no games.” Shaking his head, Eric’s dad says, “Cool off in your room. I have to go back to work.”

			“You mean the living room?” Eric chuckles, thinking about his dad’s desk in the living room corner. The latest place he’s been shuffled by Schleppy’s. They didn’t want him in the office to see everyone leaving, so they pushed him home. Pushed him away, and he just took it, just let it happen like he let everything else happen. Why stand up for others when you can sit in a comfy chair at home?

			“Yes. I work remote, I work in the living room. Either that or you sleep on the couch, and I turn your room into my office. Which would you prefer?” 

			Eric rolls his eyes, tucks his head into the window and stares at the empty houses speeding past them. Most of the houses, most of the town, was empty. Junction Hollow was dying. A zombie town where everyone just waited to be downsized by Schleppy’s. Soon to be a ghost town when everyone leaves. 

			As Eric’s dad rounds a corner, the sun disappears behind the giant mountain that keeps Junction Hollow in shadow hours before sunset. The mountain that reminds everyone of the darkness swallowing this town. 

			Mirror Mountain.

			As Eric entered the shadow, he
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