


The air stood still as Eke Enetoro and Mizuki Sato locked eyes. Sunlight beamed through a 

window, the glass creating rainbow patterns on the floor. A clock over the oven ticked.

“I know what you're planning,” said Mizuki. “You're going to move your thimble forward four 

spaces, landing on Park Place. But you should know... if you do that, I'll have enough money to buy 

another piece. I'll be able to circle the board twice as quickly, earn money twice as fast...!”

Enetoro chuckled, sweating from the heat of the nearby window. “Nice try, Mizuki! But your 

mind-games won't work on me! Just one more turn, and my thimble will pass Go and get promoted to a

queen, letting it travel anywhere on the board! This game is mine, Mizuki Sato!”

Mr. Enetoro reached to grab his game piece when a brick slammed into his skull. Mizuki stared, 

paralyzed in the moment, before clamoring over the kitchen table.

“Mr. Enetoro!!!” shouted Mizuki, brushing the broken glass off her felled guardian. “Are you 

ok?!”

“I'm fine, I'm fine, my face absorbed most of the damage,” said Enetoro. “Uhh... I think this letter's

for you, Mizuki.”

Enetoro held up the brick, which had a paper wrapped around it. Mizuki placed the brick on the 

ruined game board and took the paper. A collection of letters cut from magazines formed a message, 

which Mizuki read aloud.

“I HAVE YOUR GIRLFRIEND,” read the message. “IF YOU EVER WANT TO SEE HER 

ALIVE AGAIN, ENTER CODE 93325 IN THE GAME 'SECOND SOCIETY'. DON'T CONTACT 

THE POLICE, THEY CANNOT TRACE ME. BEST REGARDS, STIIMA NOKU.”

“Wait, girlfriend?!” said Enetoro, pulling himself back into his chair. “I thought you said Pejiba 

married Cahe!”

“Nah, even if Pejiba was my girlfriend, there's no way anyone kidnapped her,” said Mizuki. “It 

must be, like, Kiy or something.”

“Didn't Kiy dump you, like, a yea-”



Mr. Enetoro was cut off by the sound of another brick hitting him in the face. Mizuki picked up the

brick and unwrapped the note.

“OK, SEE, WHEN I ASKED HER IF SHE WAS YOUR GIRLFRIEND, SHE DIDN'T GIVE ME 

A CLEAR ANSWER ONE WAY OR THE OTHER,” said the letter. “BUT IT'S THE BLUE HAIRED 

ONE WITH THE ROLLER SKATES.”

“Aw, heck! They took Zaxaty!” shouted Mizuki. “But... how the heck do I get into this “Second 

Society” thing?! I don't think I have that game...”

“It's for the Scanman John 64,” mumbled Enetoro, attempting to re-gain his footing. “We don't 

have that one, I don't think.”

“Ah, shoot, do I gotta order it off Fantasy Amazon?” groaned Mizuki. “It'll take days to deliver!”

Mizuki quickly turned around and caught a third brick as it flew through the window. Mizuki 

squinted at the message-less brick in confusion, as a fourth brick crashed through the ceiling and onto 

Mr. Enetoro's cranium.

Mizuki gingerly picked up the new letter. “LOOK, THERE'S A TOY STORE ACROSS THE 

STREET. JUST USE THE DEMO SYSTEM THERE.”

“Got it!” shouted Mizuki. “Mr. Enetoro, you can hold down the shop on your own for a few hours, 

right?”

Enetoro gurgled in agreement as Mizuki dashed out of the house.

Mizuki arrived in Mr. Chipy's Funtime Emporium. Toy cars drove through the aisles, and massive 

dollhouses lined the shelves. Towards the back of the store was a row of video game consoles. Mizuki 

stepped in front of the demo unit for the Scanman John 64, and picked up a sticky joystick attached to 

the system. Mizuki navigated through the options, and selected Second Society. A beam of light blasted

from the console, deconstructing Mizuki's body piece by piece.

Mizuki appeared in a digital town square. Dozens of people walked the virtual streets, with avatars

that probably shouldn't be described in a family medium. Mizuki wandered up to a signboard, which 

had a button to enter a code for a private world. Mizuki tapped the button, and typed 93325.



The world around Mizuki dissolved, and she was plunged into darkness.

A glint of light appeared in the inky sky, and a gigantic head popped into existence. The woman's 

head had short, spiky hair, and a pair of brass-colored goggles.

“Welcome, Mizuki, if that is your real name!” shouted the head. “Welcome... to your despair!”

“Um... it is my real name, yes,” said Mizuki. “Sorry, are you... Stiima Noku?”

“Wh-how did you know that name?!” sputtered Stiima. “Yes, Mizuki, my name is Stiima. 

Memorize that, 'cuz that's the name you'll be calling out for mercy!”

“Mercy? What's a floating head gonna do, spit on me?”

Stiima scoffed. “You just don't comprehend the gravity of the situation, do you, blondie? Well... 

behold this!”

With a snap, a blue-haired woman appeared. Her mouth was gagged with a bandana, and she was 

struggling to break free of her ropes.

“Zaxaty!!!” shouted Mizuki. “Are you ok?!”

Mizuki ran for her friend, but the princess vanished before she could reach her.

“Not so fast!” said Stiima. “If you want to rescue your girlfriend... you'll have to complete my 

challenges!”

Mizuki scoffed. “You must not know much about me. What, are you gonna make me do an 

obstacle course? Bring it on!”

“Don't be so confident! When you entered this private world, I was able to scan your brain. You're 

about to go through a gauntlet of the scariest challenges you've ever faced!”

“W-wait, seriously?! You actually scanned my brain and stuff?!”

“That's right, Mizuki! Now, be prepared to face... the invincible demon, Nothing!”



Immediately, Mizuki felt as though she was falling. Wind whipped past her face, and a sinking 

sensation filled her stomach.

Then, just as suddenly as it started, the falling feeling stopped. She looked around, and realized she

was standing on a glowing grid. A shadow was cast over Mizuki. She turned around and saw an 

amorphous creature with glowing red eyes.

“WELL, IF IT ISN'T MIZUKI SATO,” said the brightly-colored demon. “IT'S BEEN A WHILE, 

HASN'T IT?”

“Sorry... who are you?” asked Mizuki.

“OH, COME ON!” shouted Nothing. “WE'VE FOUGHT TWICE!!! HOW DO YOU STILL NOT 

REMEMBER ME?!”

“Nah, I'm just messing with ya,” said Mizuki. “I know you're... uh... Chief Horajufa?”

“LOOK, JUST GET ON YOUR BIKE AND GET THIS CHALLENGE OVER WITH!”

Mizuki looked to her right and saw a bicycle built of simple computer-generated geometry.

“Oh yeah, I guess this is a cyberspace story, right?” said Mizuki. “So... gotta do a cycling thing. I 

just have to get you to run into my trail to win, right?”

“SHUT UP AND RACE, MORTAL!” shouted Nothing as it shape-shifted into a bicycle.

Mizuki hopped on her cycle and started pedaling. She rocketed forward, leaving a golden trail of 

light in her wake. She looked to her left, and saw Nothing steadily catching up with her, a glowing red 

trail behind him.

“Dang it... Nothing's steadily catching up with me!” thought Mizuki. “I need to cut him off before 

he passes!”

Mizuki yanked her handlebars, turning her bike to the left. She crossed in front of Nothing. The red

eyes on the demon's front handlebars opened in shock as the bike crashed into Mizuki's golden light 

trail. Mizuki pumped her arms in victory, before realizing that the multi-colored bike was still riding up



behind her.

“FOOLISH GIRL,” said Nothing. “I AM NOTHING, THE INVINCIBLE DEMON! NO 

MORTAL ATTACK CAN HARM ME... AND THAT INCLUDES THE RULES OF THIS SILLY 

GAME!”

“Ugh... even in cyberspace, Nothing's still up to his old tricks!” thought Mizuki. “But... that's 

good for me! Because now I know... I know the one type of attack that demon's weak to!”

The Nothing-cycle rode up along Mizuki's right side. Mizuki turned to the left, and the demon 

followed, continuing to stick to Mizuki's right. Mizuki locked eyes with her foe. She turned left again, 

and began pedaling her bike faster to pull slightly ahead of her opponent. The demon turned left to 

follow Mizuki. Mizuki yanked her bike to the right, pulling in front of Nothing. The demonic bike 

crashed through Mizuki's golden trail, still completely unharmed.

“NICE TRY, MIZUKI... BUT NO MATTER HOW MANY TIMES YOU TRAP ME, I CAN'T-”

Nothing's boasting cut off as the demon crashed into the glowing red trail he had left earlier. The 

demon screeched as his form disintegrated in a burst of red smoke. Mizuki pulled the brakes on her 

bike and sighed.

“Challenge... complete!” shouted Stiima's voice over an intercom. “But your gauntlet is just 

beginning!”

“Yeah, I mean, that's why it's called a gauntlet, I imagine.”

“Shut up! Prepare yourself, Mizuki... it's time to face a pair of opponents that you believed to be 

completely unbeatable!”

Mizuki's bike disappeared, and the world around her turned dark. There was a violent burst of 

wind, followed by the bright light of a summer's day. Mizuki squinted, and tried to get her bearings. As 

her eyes adjusted, she realized that she was standing in the middle of a tennis court.

A man and a woman stepped onto the court on the other side of the net, both wearing shorts and t-

shirts. The man had red hair, and the woman's hair was jet black. Each member of the duo was nearly 

twice Mizuki's height. The red-haired man pointed a tennis racket at Mizuki and smirked.



“All right, Mizuki!” shouted Gynu as his twin yawned behind him. “I hope you're ready, cuz you're

about to get served!”

“So, what is this referencing?” asked Mizuki.

“Beg pardon?”

“Like... last one was Tron, what's this one? Is it a sci-fi movie, some anime that I haven't watched, 

or...?”

“Why do you think this has to be a reference to something?” sighed Suzigu. “It's just a tennis sim! 

What's so crazy about playing tennis?!”

“I dunno, like, six of the thirteen Starstuff Stories so far are either genre satires or straight-up 

parodies of some specific story!” said Mizuki. “And this one is clearly playing off the trope of getting 

sucked into computers so like... there's plenty of stuff to reference?”

“Dear lord, it's not that deep, Mizuki!” groaned Suzigu. “Why does everything have to be a whole 

debate with you?!”

“Whatever,” said Mizuki, rolling her eyes. “So, uh, any particular reason why Stiima's algorithm 

chose you two? I mean, you're strong, sure, but I had a much harder time against Zebugu...”

“Yes, but according to your memories, you faced us with the help of Cahe Va-Wuwa, correct?” 

said Gynu. “Plus, you know for a fact that we were holding back against you. With this challenge... this

virtual world, we can reach what you believe to be our full power!”

As if to prove that point, Gynu pointed his hand behind him. A thin burst of flame shot forth from 

his hand, and splashed against the fence behind him. The fence links glowed, but did not melt. Mizuki 

winced.

“That heat...!” though Mizuki. “Gynu's all the way on the other side of the court, but it still feels 

like I've got my face in the middle of a campfire! And the fence... somehow, it's not damaged at all!”

“You get what we're saying?” taunted Suzigu. “Everything in this virtual court is completely 

indestructible. Except, of course, for you. Now, Mizuki... it's time to make your move!”



A ball appeared in Mizuki's hand.

“Right... it's time to make my first serve!”

Mizuki jumped, and slammed the ball down in between the Ludi twins.

“There! That's too far for either of them to reach it!”

In the blink of an eye, Suzigu was at the edge of the court, standing in the path of the ball.

“What?! How fast is she?!”

Suzigu's racket made contact with the ball. A sonic boom rang out through the air. In a panic, 

Mizuki teleported into the path of the ball. Mizuki's wrist cracked as the ball made contact with her 

racket. The ball crashed against the net, and fell to the ground. Mizuki dropped the racket, her broken 

arm unable to hold it any longer.

“0-1!” shouted a voice from the heavens.

“Wait, but, in tennis rules, wouldn't it be 0-15?”

“Don't be ridiculous!” shouted Suzigu. “Stiima downloaded this tennis game template from a 

reputable source. Why would the rules be wrong?!”

“Y-yeah, I guess so...” said Mizuki, picking up the racket in her left hand.

Gynu picked up the tennis ball, and tossed it into the air. The ball ignited with a blinding light. 

Gynu served the ball, and it rocketed towards Mizuki.

“Ok, Gynu doesn't hit as hard as Suzigu. I can handle this!”

Mizuki threw her left hand forward. A gust of wind picked up, launching the fireball into the 

bleachers before it could touch the ground.

“1-1!”

Mizuki picked up the ball in her right hand. She winced at the burning sensation, along with the 



piercing pain of her broken wrist. Mizuki lifted the ball up to shoulder height. She stared at the ball, 

then quickly sliced her racket through the air in front of her. A wave of electricity spread through the 

field. The Ludi twins' leg muscles twitched from the electric shock. Mizuki tossed the ball feebly into 

the air, then smashed it across the court with her left hand. The ball bounced off of the court, and out of 

bounds.

“2-1! Match point!” said the voice.

“Wait, but- oh, never mind...” said Mizuki.

The ball rolled into Suzigu's hand, the paralysis wearing off. Suzigu stared at Mizuki. The tennis 

court turned dark.

“Dang it... now Suzigu's using her magic! Am I supposed to hit the ball back without being able to 

see?!”

The unmistakable sound of racket hitting ball rang through the court. Before Mizuki could react,  

her left forearm was snapped in two by the meteoric serve.

“2-2!” shouted the announcer as the light returned to the arena. “Next shot wins the match!”

“I'm beginning to really doubt the reputability of this tennis simulation,” though Mizuki. “It knew 

that getting hit by the ball counted as a point loss for me, but it doesn't know how the scoring works? 

Well, that doesn't matter. I need to figure out how to score another point without the full use of either of 

my hands!”

Mizuki stared at the two powerful twins. No matter how she served, she'd either have to deal with 

Suzigu's physical might or Gynu's destructive magic power. A realization hit Mizuki, and she chuckled.

“Of course... it's easy, really,” said Mizuki. “Your strategy as a duo depends on your opponent 

perceiving the two of you as exact equals. The paralyzing indecision of which twin to focus on is just 

as much of a barrier as your overwhelming power is on its own. Yet... that's not really true, is it? Suzigu

is the muscle, sure, but her magic is just as powerful as Gynu's, and she's the brains of the operation. 

You two present yourselves as equals, but Gynu is a clear second place!”

The fiery-haired man grabbed the net in a righteous fury. “Say that to my face, you little-!”



“3-2!” shouted the voice from the heavens. “Mizuki wins the match!”

Gynu looked down at the net in his hands.

“Sorry, Gynu, but it looks to me like you're interfering with my serve!” boasted Mizuki. “Looks 

like it's game, set, and match!”

Gynu chuckled and gave Mizuki a salute. Suzigu yawned, and turned to walk off of the court.

“All right, now that we've finished with that racket...” grumbled Stiima. “It's time for your third 

and final challenge!”

The world turned black, as wind whipped around Mizuki once more. Mizuki found herself in 

another empty void, with a marble tile floor. There was no pain in her right wrist or left arm – her 

bones were completely healed.

Silence hung in the air. Mizuki looked around. There was a small chess table standing in front of a 

cushioned chair. However, there did not seem to be any opponent to face. Mizuki sighed, and slumped 

into the chair.

“Did Stiima forget to have an enemy here...?” murmured Mizuki.

“Yeah, it's weird,” said a familiar voice. “It's almost like SHE doesn't care about you either!”

Mizuki looked up and saw an ornate mirror across from the chess table. In it, Mizuki's reflection 

stared angrily back at her.

“I see...” said Mizuki. “These opponents were generated by scanning my own fears, after all.”

“Yeah, how sad is that?!” said the reflection. “Sure, Zebugu broke your ribs and nearly wiped out 

the entire kingdom, but sometimes you get mopey when you look in the mirror.”

“Well, whatever,” said Mizuki, moving one of her pawns forward two spaces. “Maybe a few 

months ago, I wouldn't have been able to beat you. But... I have friends now! I know I'm not 

worthless!”

Mizuki watched as her reflection grabbed one of the black knights, and felt her arm move as it did 



the same. “Friends? You mean the friends who had to trick you into beating a demon for them? Or the 

friends who wouldn't even invite you to their wedding?”

“That's not fair! Pejiba and Cahe-”

“Were worried your ugly face would ruin their wedding photos? I can't believe you ever thought 

either of them actually liked you. Just admit it. Some people are destined for a loveless life.”

“Th-that's not true! Mr. Enetoro loves me!”

“Enetoro? The guy who barely pays you minimum wage to restock his shelves? Dude, he doesn't 

love you. He's just banking on you being there to start changing his diapers a decade from now. All 

your friends, family, lovers – they don't see you as a person, they see you as a screwdriver. Sure, 

everyone wants a screwdriver, but you wouldn't invite one to dinner.”

Mizuki shot a pair of finger guns at the mirror. “Well if I'm a screwdriver, at least I'm gettin' to do 

some screwin' while I'm here!”

“Oh, yeah, humor, that always works,” retorted the reflection. “Sure, Mizuki's not pretty or 

interesting or cool, but at least she's funny. Honestly, it's no wonder your parents abandoned you.”

The chess board was knocked over, and a fist struck the mirror's surface. Mizuki winced as a thin 

crack formed in the reflection.

“The glass isn't the enemy, moron.”

“My parents were heroes!” shouted Mizuki. “They died protecting the village from wild animals!”

“Heroes who bring their six-year-old daughter on a hunting trip with them? Your parents were 

trying to get rid of you from the moment you were born. They hated you, just like everyone else.”

“Zaxaty! Zaxaty doesn't hate me!”

“You seriously think a princess would be into a girl who's so emotionally stunted she can't even 

develop her own magic ability?” said the reflection.

“We kissed-”



“Wearing blindfolds. And then you went out to lunch because she missed her ride out of town. 

Zaxaty sees you as nothing more than one of her brothers' enemies.”

“Sure, now! But... there's always hope, dang it!”

The reflection raised her eyebrows. “Seriously? You still have hope?”

“I know, I've been put down pretty much my whole life. But... I know if nothing else, I'm a hard 

worker! I won't stop until I find my purpose, and find people who like me back!”

“And you're confident that'll work?”

“I'm confident that I won't give up.”

The reflection shrugged. “Well, if you won't stop, then you won't stop. I can't beat that. But just 

remember, as you keep pushing forward, what you're running away from.”

Mizuki's reflection faded into nothing, until all that was left in the mirror was an overturned chess 

board. The world turned black once more, and Mizuki was launched into the sky.

“So... you've completed all three challenges,” boomed Stiima's voice. “But saving your lover won't

be quite that easy!”

Hot, dusty air blasted against Mizuki's face. Mizuki blinked in the sunlight. She was in the middle 

of a desert, inches in front of a set of train tracks.

“Help! Somebody!” wailed a woman's voice. Mizuki turned to see Princess Zaxaty Go tied to the 

tracks up ahead.

Mizuki dashed up to her blue-haired friend. “Don't worry, Zaxaty!” shouted Mizuki. “I'm here!”

“M-Mizuki? Is that you?!” sputtered the princess. “Wh-what's going on?! I was eating lunch, and 

then suddenly someone broke in through my window and I... and now I'm here!”

“It's a VR game, Zaxaty!” said Mizuki as she fiddled with the ropes. “You'll be fine, just stay calm 

and I'll get you out of this!”



Mizuki pulled at the knots, but the rope only grew tighter. The ground rumbled. Mizuki looked to 

her left as a steam locomotive rapidly approached. Mizuki reached her hand into the ropes, and 

summoned a katana. The katana appeared inside the ropes, slicing them apart. Mizuki grabbed Zaxaty's

arm and teleported twenty feet backwards. The train rumbled over the empty tracks.

“Y-you saved me!” gasped Zaxaty.

“It was nothing, really,” said Mizuki, as she gently placed the princess onto the dusty ground. “The

real thing I'm worried about is, why'd Stiima kidnap you in the first place? And why'd she think we 

were dating, anyway?”

“I... may have an answer to that,” murmured Zaxaty. “I was in a jewelry store and... it was an 

impulse buy, really, I don't even know if you like me like that but I... I mentioned your name, and...”

“Like you? Of... of course I like you, Zaxaty!”

“Yeah, but do you... well... ah, screw it...”

Zaxaty reached into her pocket and pulled out a small black box.

“Mizuki...” said Zaxaty. “Will... will you marry me?”

Mizuki stared at the princess, stunned.

“I... but... th- is this a joke?!” sputtered Mizuki.

Princess Zaxaty Go stared back at Mizuki, with adoration glittering in her eyes.

“Y-yes!” shouted Mizuki. “Of course, yes! How could I not?!”

“That's just what I wanted to hear!” shouted Zaxaty, throwing the ring box out behind her. 

“Computer, reset avatar to default!”

Mizuki looked on in horror as Zaxaty's body flickered away. A woman wearing a leather corset and

pinstriped pants was left in her wake. Stiima Noku brushed off her brass-brushed bracelet and smirked.

“But... what?!” said Mizuki. “I thought the challenges were over! Wh-where's Zaxaty?!”



“Still at home, I imagine,” retorted Stiima. “When your princess came into my jewelry store, I 

realized just who I was dealing with. You're somewhat of a big deal these days, aren't you, Mizuki?”

“Uh, I guess so.”

“That's what I thought!” shouted Stiima. “Which is why I set up this scheme! I pretended to 

capture Zaxaty! I programmed the system to scan your brain for challenges to wear you down, so you 

wouldn't notice anything strange when you saw me!”

“You went through all that effort... just to propose to me?!”

“You got it! And now that we're legally married, I own half your assets!” bragged Stiima. “The 

Cato family fortune is now mine!”

“You mean Sato.”

“What?”

“My name is Mizuki Sato.”

“You're not Mizuki Cato, heiress to the Cato real estate empire that's responsible for every building

in Zagge?”

“Heiress? Dude, my own dad pays me 4 Dojiti an hour.”

“Wait, so... you mean... I have more money than you?!”

“Uh, I guess.”

“Blast it!” shouted Stiima. She pressed a button on her bracelet. A jetpack assembled behind her 

back. Mizuki shielded her face from the heat as her foe rocketed away. “You may have won this round, 

blondie, but you haven't seen the last of Stiima Sato!”

A wind spun Mizuki around rapidly. The blonde woke up on the floor of the neighborhood toy 

store. Mizuki's vision cleared, and she saw Enetoro standing over her, his head covered in red lumps.

“Mornin', champ,” said Mr. Enetoro. “How'd it go? Did you stop that kidnapper?”



“I... think I married her, actually.”

“Mazel Tov. All right, well, we have a game to finish. I promise I didn't move TOO many pieces.”

Mizuki patted herself down as Mr. Enetoro stepped into the aisles.

“Mr. Enetoro, wait,” said Mizuki.

Enetoro turned to face her.

“Do you... think anyone out there loves me?”

Before Mizuki could even finish her sentence, the shopkeeper had wrapped his arms around her.

“Mizuki... of course there are people who love you!” blared Mr. Enetoro. “You have me, you have 

your friends... I know that might not be the answer you're looking for, especially given how many 

people have lied to you about it but... it's the truth, seriously!”

“Yeah, you're right, I'm being dumb...”

“No, you're not dumb, Mizuki,” said Enetoro. “Here, clearly whatever happened in that game was 

difficult. Let's just go down to the beach and grab some ice creams. My treat.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I'd like that.”

Father and daughter left the toy store. The warm sun beamed down on Mizuki's face. A brick hit 

Enetoro's. Mizuki gasped and rushed to Enetoro's side. Wrapped around the brick was an incredibly 

detailed drawing of Mizuki – but the eyes were crossed out with black marker.

A cackling laugh echoed through Hevuga village. Mizuki looked around and saw Stiima on the 

roof of the hospital across the street.

“Now we're one-for-one! Until we meet again, Mizuki Sato!”

Mizuki's wife rocketed away on her jetpack, cackling all the way.


