
  

  
    [image: Cover: The BS Situation of Tougetsu Umidori, Vol. 4 by Kaeru Ryouseirui and Natsuki Amashiro]
  


  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    COPYRIGHT


    
      [image: ]
    

    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


    UMIDORI TOUGETSU NO 「DETARAME」 NA JIJOU Vol.4


    ©Kaeru Ryouseirui 2023


    First published in Japan in 2023 by KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo.


    English translation rights arranged with KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo through TUTTLE-MORI AGENCY, INC., Tokyo.


    English translation © 2026 by Yen Press, LLC


    Yen Press, LLC supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


    The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact the publisher. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


    Yen On


    150 West 30th Street, 6th Floor


    New York, NY 10001


    Visit us at yenpress.com [image: ] facebook.com/yenpress [image: ] twitter.com/yenpress [image: ] yenpress.tumblr.com [image: ] instagram.com/yenpress


    First Yen On Edition: May 2026


    Edited by Yen On Editorial: Maya Deutsch


    Designed by Yen Press Design: Andy Swist


    Yen On is an imprint of Yen Press, LLC.


    The Yen On name and logo are trademarks of Yen Press, LLC.


    The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


    Library of Congress Control Number: 2024039140


    ISBNs: 979-8-8554-0773-0 (paperback)


    979-8-8554-0774-7 (ebook)


    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    CONTENTS


    
      	Cover


      	Insert


      	Title Page


      	Copyright


      	Prologue


      	1. Re: Bullshit-chan 1


      	2. Re: Bullshit-chan 2


      	3. Re: Bullshit-chan 3


      	4. Re: Bullshit-chan 4


      	5. Re: Bullshit-chan 5


      	6. Re: Bullshit-chan 6


      	7. Re: Bullshit-chan 7


      	8. Re: Bullshit-chan 8


      	Afterword


      	Yen Newsletter

    

  

  
    

    Prologue


    Ten years ago…


    Hyogo Prefecture, Kobe City.


    An April afternoon.


    Inside a thoroughly average café.


    “…………”


    A man was sitting at a table by the window, a mud-colored hat pulled low over his eyes.


    He was thin.


    Likely in his late twenties or early thirties.


    “…………”


    He seemed lost in thought, and he wore a grave look on his face.


    He kept his eyes fixed on the view through the window, chin resting on one hand, not moving a muscle.


    It was afternoon, and people were having animated conversations at every other table, yet he heard none of their words.


    He showed no sign of reaching for the full cup of hot coffee that had been placed on the table in front of him.


    Until…


    “Hello, love. Not drinking that coffee?”


    There came a cheery voice, and then a scrawny arm reached out, snatching away his cup.


    “……………Huh?”


    Startled, the man with the mud hat turned.


    Before him stood a woman holding his coffee cup.


    “No? Then mind if I help myself?”


    —Perhaps she was a tad too young to call a “woman.”


    At approximately 4′5″, she was on the small side for a fourth grader.


    Her arms and legs were spindly, and her frame was devoid of curves.


    But the girl’s most striking quality by far was her beautiful silver hair; it was like a field of virgin snow.


    That long hair was in half-up pigtails.


    And her skin boasted a healthy tan.


    “I was feeling a mite parched!” the child burbled, grinning merrily.


    Without waiting for permission, she raised it to her lips.


    “Aughhh?!”


    The man yelped, but the girl paid him no attention, tilting the cup all the way back and draining it in one gulp.


    “—Whew! Ah, that was lovely! Never turn your nose up at the efforts of a local café.”


    “……………”


    The girl let out a merry chortle, and the man stared at her, stunned.


    “……Why would you do that, Seiryoin?” he asked, befuddled. “That was my coffee?”


    “Oh? You would begrudge me a single cup of cheap coffee? If you want more, order another!”


    The girl he’d called Seiryoin showed not a trace of guilt.


    She settled down in the seat across from the man.


    “Pardon the late arrival, Mud Hat,” she said. “I meant to be here earlier, but I got caught up seeing the sights of Kobe. For a full hour! Forgive me, there’s a love.”


    “……………”


    The man—Mud Hat—was left staring back at her, at a loss for words.


    Soon enough, he folded.


    “……No matter, Seiryoin. I was not waiting that long,” he said, smiling. “If anything, I should be apologizing for the sudden invitation and thanking you for making time for me.”
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  “Mm? Making time? Oh, it was no bother at all.” The child fluttered her hand. “My schedule was empty, and I felt like coming, so I did. Hardly worth putting on airs about. And, Mud Hat, I’ve told you before—don’t call me that.”


  “Huh?”


  “Call me by my name, not the family’s.”


  She looked him straight in the eye, being very firm on this point.


  “‘Seiryoin’ is the family I made, and it refers to us in the collective. The name isn’t suitable in the slightest for me alone.


  “When speaking to me, call me Shirobara.”


  “……I do beg your pardon.” Mud Hat nodded. “You’ve corrected me on that point before, and it completely slipped my mind. I’ll make sure not to let it happen again, Shirobara.”


  “Grand.”


  The child—Shirobara—appeared mollified.


  “So? Enough formalities, Mud Hat. Get to the point. You asked me here for a reason, I assume?”


  She did not seem enthusiastic.


  “Last night was a turn up! Your email… ‘Shirobara, you’re in Kobe at the moment, yes? I happen to be here myself. Can you spare me a little time tomorrow?’ I sat there aghast, staring at the screen, wondering just how you got your hands on my itinerary.”


  “……………”


  “Like I said, I happened to have the time, so I swung on by—but this had best be significant. Those sheep chased me all over Rokkosan Pasture, and I had to crack a whip over my weary bones to get here at all.”


  “……Sheep…at a pasture? That does sound exhausting.”


  Mud Hat was not sure how else to take her grumbling.


  “But that is concerning,” he added. “I reached out to you without due consideration, Shirobara—and I’m not at all certain the entertainment I have in mind will meet your approval.”


  “Entertainment?” she asked, raising a brow. “You’re up to your old tricks again, are you?”


  “Ha-ha, perhaps that is the phrase.”


  He reached into his pocket and pulled out not an envelope, but a photograph. He placed it on the table in front of Shirobara.


  “…What in the?”


  A girl’s face. Physically, she appeared even younger than Shirobara herself.


  Most likely, she had only just started elementary school.


  Long, beautiful black hair—but her expression made her look rather timid.


  “…………Who’s the kid?” Shirobara asked after a confused silence.


  Mud Hat seemed thoroughly pleased by her response.


  “Heh-heh, Shirobara, this girl is my newest toy.”


  “……Huh?”


  “I plan to use this toy to carry out a fascinating experiment. Right here in Kobe.”


  “…………An experiment?”


  “Yes, and a large-scale one at that,” Mud Hat said, clearly excited. “I’m pulling the trigger on it now, but we won’t be able to observe the results for quite a while. It may well take years to pay off.


  “But, Shirobara, I am certain of this: Someday, the girl in this photo will entertain me like none other.”


  


  Present day.


  Hyogo Prefecture, Kobe City.


  An August afternoon.


  Two girls were walking past the souvenir shops around the Arima Onsen, Kita ward.


  One was a lady with blond hair.


  The other a brunette maid.


  “This is such a narrow road!”


  The blond—Kirara Seiryoin—perusing the shops on either side, said with an appalled whisper, “This is a public street! But it’s hardly wide enough to function as such. That limousine could never fit through here.”


  “I believe it would be quite a challenge, yes,” the maid—Miser Clown—said, nodding gravely. “Naturally, if you give the order, Lady Kirara, I will force the limousine through here, even if it costs me my life.”


  “……It isn’t worth dying for something that absurd,” Seiryoin said, looking rather horrified. “Besides, I have sworn a solemn vow to never rent a limo again. Length is all they have going for them, and the memory alone makes me ill.”


  They chattered away, moving through the teeming throng of tourists. The sun was still fairly high, and the area was bustling.


  Naturally, a blond girl and a maid walking together made for an attention-grabbing sight. “A foreigner?” “Beautiful blond hair!” “A maid? Cosplay?” “Or is she real?” But the girls themselves paid no heed to the whispering tourists around them, marching onward down the road.


  “I just want to know what brought this on,” Seiryoin muttered, frowning. “Gathering all the core members of the Mud Hat Faction here in Kobe…he’s never done that before.”


  “It is unprecedented.” Miser Clown nodded. “At the very least, it hasn’t happened since you became a core member.”


  “……Honestly, whatever Mud Hat has planned, it can’t be good.” Seiryoin sighed. “Ugh, Miser Clown! You realize ‘all the core members’ means she’s coming to Kobe, too.”


  “……? Who do you mean?”


  “Who else? The yokai kid grandma.”


  Seiryoin’s face was a fright.


  “I’d rather die than see her again. When will that old bag of bones leave this world behind…?”


  —The instant after those words left Seiryoin’s lips.


  “Eep?!”


  Mid-stride, Miser Clown grabbed Seiryoin’s arm, knocking the girl off balance and making her stumble.


  “Wh-why’d you do that, Miser Clown?”


  “……………”


  Seiryoin turned toward the maid, but Miser Clown kept a tight grip on her arm, eyes dead ahead.


  Urgency was written all over the maid’s face.


  “……Stand down, Lady Kirara,” she said, not even glancing her way. “Cockamamie Castle is up ahead.”


  “……Eep?”


  Seiryoin’s eyes snapped front.


  As before, the crowds were teeming.


  But one head rose above the throng.


  A woman’s.


  “—Mm?”


  She spotted Seiryoin and looked surprised.


  And at that moment, a gap in the crowd opened, revealing the whole of her.


  She wore a black suit.


  It was custom tailored to her figure and clearly expensive. Her hair: black. Her boots: black. The woman was black all over. Eerily slim, too, with long legs and the height to match. Few women were this tall. She might well be pushing six feet.


  Were her hairstyle not distinctly feminine, many people would mistake her for a particularly beautiful man. She certainly had a regal cut to her features, and she was giving Seiryoin a dashing stare.


  Then—


  “Whuuuut?”


  That dashing look gave way to beaming sunshine.


  A childlike smile came to her face.


  “Seiryoin! Miser Clown! Gee whiz, what are you doing here?!” she cried.


  Her voice was quite loud.


  Enough that many a tourist turned to see what the fuss was about.


  “Ah-ha-ha! What a coinkydink! I never saw it coming!”


  Howling with delight, she marched over to them. They weren’t that far away, and her stride was tremendous, so this took mere seconds.


  “Long time no see! Good afternoon—or is it evening yet? Ah-ha-ha-ha! I’m not super sure!”


  “……………!”


  Seiryoin flinched in the face of this torrent of words.


  “……Wh-why hello there, Cockamamie Castle. It has been a while.”


  “I’m totally flipping out here! I can’t believe we just ran into each other like this!”


  The lady in the suit—Cockamamie Castle—was grinning ear to ear, scratching the back of her head.


  “I guess it’s not actually a coincidence, though! We’re both here ’cause Mud Hat called for us, right? Ah-ha-ha! I’m being a big dummy again! Whoopsie daisy!”


  “……………”


  “Oh, ladies, want some of these?” Cockamamie Castle cried, brighter than the day. She held out an arm, from which dangled a plastic bag that did not match the suit at all.


  “……Um, what’s in that?” Seiryoin asked, somewhat bowled over by it. “……? It says tansan senbei…carbonated crackers?”


  “You betcha! They had some at the shop up there, and I made an impulse purchase, but they’re real good!”


  Cockamamie Castle patted the bag.


  “I can’t stop eating! I shoved a whole bag down my gullet! This is actually a second bag! But even after eating that many, I ain’t got a clue what’s carbonated about ’em! Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


  “……G-gosh, you don’t say,” Seiryoin said, grimacing. It’s been quite some time since I ran into her, but I am no better at dealing with this lie…


  She did not voice this sentiment out loud.


  Cockamamie Castle looks like a really cool woman, and she has the body of a supermodel…but the moment she opens her mouth, it’s like you’re talking to a fifth-grade boy. Always yelling, always hyped up.


  “Uh, so, Cockamamie Castle…,” Miser Clown managed to say.


  She had stepped forward, placing herself in front of Seiryoin as if protecting her master from this boisterous lie.


  “You appear to be on your own. Where is your master, Makurakotoba?”


  “Professor Sleepy?” Cockamamie Castle swallowed a mouthful of senbei. “She’s in the john! Shouldn’t be much longer now…ah!”


  She pointed over their shoulders.


  “Speak of the devil! Look behind you!”


  “……Huh?” Seiryoin spun around. “……HUH?!”


  “……………………………”


  A girl was standing right behind her.


  About the same height as Seiryoin.


  Long emerald hair to her waist.


  “Welcome back, Professor Sleepy!” Cockamamie Castle said, still every bit as loud. “If you’ve made it back here, then I’m guessing you found the toilet? That’s great news!”


  “………………”


  “And look who turned up! Seiryoin and Miser Clown! We just ran smack into each other! What a shocker!”


  “…………………”


  Despite this torrent of words, “Professor Sleepy” did not respond at all.


  She seemed very out of it.


  Her tired eyes gave no clue as to what was on her mind.


  Her lips were pressed into a straight line.


  Cockamamie Castle was talking to her, but the girl seemed to be staring into a void.


  She did not even glance once at the two other girls.


  “……M-Makurakotoba,” Seiryoin murmured, gulping. “H-how long were you standing there?”


  “……………………”


  The girl failed to respond.


  Still staring vacantly at nothing, she moved unsteadily between them.


  “Ah, c’mon, Professor Sleepy! You gotta say hello!” Cockamamie Castle yelled, but this provoked no reaction. Makurakotoba simply moved forward until she was next to Cockamamie Castle, then stopped moving at all.


  “…………”


  “……Yeesh, sorry, ladies. You know my professor.”


  Cockamamie Castle bobbed her head apologetically.


  “She’s even more out of it than usual, so don’t take it to heart.”


  “……! N-no, I would never,” Seiryoin said, with a rictus grin. “Hardly the first time she’s failed to acknowledge me…”


  “Y-you don’t say? Well, no harm no foul!”


  “……That said, it has been quite a while, Nemuri Makurakotoba,” Seiryoin said, addressing the back of the girl’s head. “How long has it been since we met in person? It takes rather a lot to pry you out of that house in Aomori.”


  She was doing her best to sound refined.


  “I suppose you can’t very well ignore a summons direct from Mud Hat, though. You’re a core member, and even you must have some sense of responsibility. I am relieved to hear it.”


  “……………”


  “I’ve heard stories about your accomplishments. I envy how smoothly your work is going. There can’t be many Japanese sixteen-year-olds who’ve made as much money as you.”


  “………………”


  But—


  Nemuri Makurakotoba showed no indication she’d heard a single word of Seiryoin’s small talk.


  She did not even turn to face her. In fact, she was so utterly impassive one might well conclude she had not noticed Seiryoin at all.


  “…………[image: ][image: ]!”


  Throb, throb.


  Seiryoin was still smiling, but there was a visibly bulging vein on her forehead.


  Wh-what is this girl’s problem? Say something! Is she mocking me?!


  With a grin still plastered on her face, she glared at Makurakotoba’s head.


  She’s always like this! And after I take the trouble to be nice! She’s a first-year, younger than me! Manners dictate she offers the first greeting! And yet she outright ignores me!


  “……………”


  Makurakotoba was clearly impervious to Seiryoin’s glare.


  “Ugh, real sorry, Seiryoin. You know our Professor Sleepy ain’t exactly a chatterbox!” Cockamamie Castle said, speaking for her master. “But don’t you worry, I’ll do enough yapping for the both of us! Just assume my words are hers!”


  “……I’m not sure it works that way,” Seiryoin said with a sigh, fighting the urge to roll her eyes. “But so be it. It is a foolhardy task to expect anything resembling normalcy from a core member of the Mud Hat Faction.”


  She shook her head.


  “……Honestly, I’m more than a little frightened by the idea of all these wackjobs gathered in Kobe at once.” She gave another sigh. “What is Mud Hat up to?”


  
    

     1 Re: Bullshit-chan 1


    Bzzzzz. Bzzzz. Bzzz. Bzzz…


    The fading hum of an insect on the balcony.


    A dying cicada.


    “……………”


    Bullshit-chan was sitting on the floor, and the insect’s cry brought her attention to the veranda.


    The cicada in question was lying on its back.


    Bzzz. Bzzzzz. Bzzz. This listless hum was all it could manage, as it no longer had the strength to cling to the wall. It had reached its limit. By tomorrow, it would be completely still.


    “……………”


    Bullshit-chan grimly watched the dying insect.


    It was difficult to tell what was going through her mind. She might just be out of it—but this could well be a moment of reflection.


    “Earth to Bullshit-chan?”


    A girl directly in front of her leaned in, peering at her face.


    “You’re staring at the balcony. What’s so fascinating?”


    “……Hmm?”


    Bullshit-chan started out of her reverie, turning toward the voice.


    Ryoko Kudo was sitting across the table from her in pajamas.


    “Ain’t a damn thing worth seeing on my balcony!”


    “……! Ah, s-sorry, Kudo,” Bullshit-chan spluttered. “No, right you are, I was just spacing out.”


    “Uh-oh, the summer heat getting to you? Now? September’s almost over!”


    Kudo ran her fingers through her orange hair, wincing.


    “Well, not that it matters any, but I’d rather not having you inspecting my room too close. It’s not half as clean as Umidori’s, so you’re making me antsy.”


    She shifted uncomfortably.


    “I did try to clean things up before you came over, but ain’t no hiding how cramped things are or how old the building is.”


    “Mm? Oh, I hadn’t even noticed, Kudo,” Bullshit-chan said, shaking her head. “It’s a perfectly fine room. Umidori’s only feels larger because she barely owns anything.”


    Ryoko Kudo and Bullshit-chan were sitting in the former’s apartment and talking.


    As she had said, the studio apartment was a tad smaller than Umidori’s room, and the building was far older. The two of them had the place to themselves. The table between them was square, not round. On the table was a pair of mugs with steam rising from them.


    “But I am a little nervous! This is the first time I’ve been in your place,” Bullshit-chan said. She reached for a mug, craning her head this way and that, clearly enjoying herself. “So this is how you live, Kudo? Honestly, it is way less of a mess than I’d expected. I’m pleasantly surprised. Saladette was going on and on about how your room is an utter disaster and how you’d never imagine a girl was living there.”


    “……Well, like I said, I did have to do a lot of cleaning before you got here,” Kudo admitted, looking around herself. “If I’m having company, I can’t exactly leave things the way I usually do. It was hard work! Lost track of how many times I wished I’d made you agree to meet in a café instead of here.”


    “Ah-ha-ha, don’t be like that, Kudo! You’ll earn yourself another scolding from Saladette.”


    Grinning, Bullshit-chan took a long sip from her mug.
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  “But are you sure about this? I wasn’t expecting you to ask to talk in private,” she said, the moment her lips left the mug. “When I got your text, it made my head spin. I didn’t know what to expect.”


  “……Uh, yeah,” Kudo said, scratching her head. “First, sorry about that, Bullshit-chan. I guess calling you here on short notice was a lot to ask.”


  “No? I didn’t think that. I mean—you’re worth it.”


  Bullshit-chan shook her head, then put the mug back on the table.


  “And it’s not like I’m particularly busy these days. Summer vacation is over, so Umidori’s back at school. All I’m doing is chores and deflecting Togari’s constant stream of barbs. So, honestly, this invite comes as a welcome change of pace.”


  “……Yeah? Well, I’m glad to hear it.”


  “So what’s this about? You’ve got something on your mind?” Bullshit-chan asked, peering at Kudo’s face. “Let’s get to the point. I’m up for anything you’ve got to say.”


  “……………”


  For a long moment, Kudo inspected Bullshit-chan’s cheery smile.


  Finally, she parted her lips.


  “……Yeah, fair enough, Bullshit-chan. Let’s get down to brass tacks,” she said, her voice grim. “I wanted to ask who—or what—you really are.”


  “……Huh?”


  “Bullshit-chan, how is it you can eat lies?”


  …… …… ……


  “…………”


  Several minutes later.


  Bullshit-chan had heard Kudo out and was giving her a grave look.


  She was completely caught off guard.


  “……What’s that face for?” Kudo grumbled, squirming. “Did you really not see this coming?”


  “…………”


  It took Bullshit-chan a long time to respond, but after a while, she nodded.


  “……Well, no, I guess not,” she said, quietly. “I had an inkling about what this could be, but it was pretty different. I had assumed you wanted to plan a surprise party for Saladette.”


  “……Yeah, what? I’ve got no such plans.”


  Kudo shot her a half-lidded glare.


  “Does she even have a birthday? Who throws parties for vegetable oil? Why would I call you here for help with that?”


  “I guess in hindsight, if you’re talking to me about it, that would ruin the surprise. Saladette’s inside me, after all. I didn’t think that one through,” said Bullshit-chan.


  “……I mean, I’m all for parties. I remember the date when Saladette first spoke to me, so we could call that a birthday.” Kudo shook her head. “But that’s beside the point right now. I’m asking about your secret origins, Bullshit-chan.”


  “…………”


  But Kudo, returning to her original question, simply provoked another silence.


  A protracted silence settled over the room.


  Both girls had long since drained the contents of their mugs.


  “……Let me get this straight,” Bullshit-chan said, after several drawn-out seconds. “Kudo, you’re asking me this: Why is it I’m capable of consuming other lies?


  “In other words—you want to know what my lie is.”


  “That’s the gist of it, Bullshit-chan,” Kudo said, nodding. “I’ve been wondering for a while. I tried to work it out on my own and conferred with Saladette about it. But I came up empty, so I figured it was high time I put the question to you point-blank. Fastest way to settle things.”


  “……I see,” Bullshit-chan nodded. “And Saladette’s the reason you’re curious at all?”


  “……Basically, yeah,” Kudo admitted. “Naturally, I’ve got other reasons to wonder, but Saladette’s the biggest factor. I mean, I put my faith in you and left her body in your care.”


  “…………”


  “But don’t get me wrong. This isn’t about me losing faith in you or anything,” Kudo insistently added, her eyes lowered. “What your lie is may not really matter. It’s just…I’m thinking about what’s best for Saladette, so I’d like to know everything I can. She’s that important to me. Am I saying anything wrong, Bullshit-chan?”


  “……No, that’s all fair enough,” Bullshit-chan said, nodding gravely.


  Her gaze drifted from Kudo to the window and beyond.


  “……………”


  To the cicada lying on the balcony.


  The insect was dying, unable to even manage that feeble hum.


  She could no longer tell if it was alive or dead.


  “…………………”


  Bullshit-chan rarely took anything as seriously as she was this dying bug.


  “……A little while ago, they were making such a racket, but now it’s time for the cicadas to die off,” she said, not looking away. “That’s how time works. It’s September.”


  “…………Yeah?”


  “But I pity the poor cicadas. No matter how hard they try, they can only survive a single summer. A cruel fate. But that is the way of things. No living creatures can escape the lifespans they were allotted.”


  “……? Uh, Bullshit-chan, you’ve lost me,” Kudo said, brow furrowing. “I’m not asking about cicadas. I’m asking what you—”


  “Yes, I’m aware of that, Kudo,” Bullshit-chan interrupted. “I’m saying this well aware of what it is you’re asking me.”


  Only then did Bullshit-chan turn to face Kudo.


  “I don’t want to answer you.”


  “……Oh?”


  “I don’t want to answer your question. So I’m not going to.”


  Her tone was firm and left no room for argument.


  “I’m not budging on this. Sorry, but this conversation is over.”


  “…………Huh?” Kudo blinked at her. “Hold on, Bullshit-chan, what do you mean, you don’t want to answer?”


  “I mean what I said. I don’t want to answer you. At the very least, not here, not now.”


  Bullshit-chan wasn’t mincing words at all.


  “But if I must give you something, I would say your read on things is substantially correct.”


  “……My read on things?”


  “Only I have the ability to eat other lies. Normal lies cannot do the same. My ability to do so comes directly from the Beliar who told me. You’re right about that.”


  Bullshit-chan winced.


  “That’s why I was so taken aback. I didn’t expect you to get that far. But even so, I’m afraid I just can’t answer your question.”


  “……Why not?” Kudo scowled. “I’m seriously lost here. Help me understand. What do you mean you don’t wanna answer?”


  “I mean what I mean. I don’t want to answer, so I’m not going to,” Bullshit-chan insisted. “Naturally, I get your concern for Saladette, and I’d love to clarify things for you if I could. But that question alone is one I can’t give an answer for.”


  Here, Bullshit-chan took a deep breath.


  “I don’t want anyone sneering at me.”


  “……………Mm?” Kudo blinked at her, locking up. “……Huh? What? Sneering?”


  “Yes, exactly. Sneering,” Bullshit-chan said, screwing up her face. “If I answered that question, if you knew the truth about me, everyone would sneer at me.”


  “……………”


  “You, Saladette, Togari, Nara—and even Umidori. I don’t want that. So no matter how much you ask, my lips are forever sealed.”


  “…………??”


  Kudo clearly didn’t know what to make of this.


  “……Seriously, slow down, Bullshit-chan. Where’s that coming from?” she asked. “We’re not gonna sneer at you! No way, that’ll never happen! You think we would do that just from learning what your lie was?”


  “…………”


  But Bullshit-chan just shook her head ruefully.


  “……No, you will, Kudo. That’s one thing I know for sure. You can only make that promise because you don’t know the truth.”


  “……Huh…”


  “And it’s fine if you don’t get it. I’m just not gonna answer you.”


  ……Even as she spoke, Bullshit-chan’s mind was wondering something else.


   


  Other people were one thing. But perhaps it was high time she told her.


  


  “…………”


  That evening…


  Bullshit-chan was busy doing the dishes, letting her thoughts drift.


  She was back in Umidori’s apartment, standing in front of the sink.


  “……………Sigh.”


  Scrub, scrub.


  Rubbing a sudsy sponge on the plate, Bullshit-chan let out a listless sigh. Her eyes were unfocused. A little soap bubble drifted away and burst on her cheek, but she did not even notice. Not one cell in her brain was focused on the task at hand.


  “—Hey, are you okay, Bullshit-chan?”


  “Mm?”


  The voice came from right beside her, and Bullshit-chan jumped, turning her head.


  Tougetsu Umidori was standing there, clad in her pajamas.


  “You’ve been acting weird all day. Are you coming down with something?” Umidori asked, looking worried. She was studying Bullshit-chan’s face. “Want me to finish up the dishes for you?”


  “…………”


  Bullshit-chan stared back at her face for several seconds.


  But at length, she shook her head.


  “Oh, no, no, I’m fine, Umidori,” she said. “I was just lost in thought. Lies can’t actually get sick, so there’s no need to worry on that front.”


  “…You were lost in thought? Really?” Umidori looked even more concerned. “Well, if you say you’re okay, I’ll take your word for it.”


  It was just the two of them in the kitchen.


  Over the sound of washing the dishes, they could hear the shower running—and two girls playing. Togari and Saladette. It seemed they were sharing a bath tonight.


  “Oh, that reminds me, Bullshit-chan,” Umidori said, clapping her hands together. “Not to change the subject, but Kudo had you over, right?”


  “…………”


  Bullshit-chan flinched.


  It was a pretty small flinch, but it was definitely there.


  “……She did. What about it?”


  “I just wondered why.”


  Oblivious to Bullshit-chan’s subtle responses, Umidori forged ahead.


  “I mean, it’s not every day Kudo calls you over alone.”


  “…………”


  “I got so curious that I asked the girls about it on their way to the bath, but they both said they didn’t really remember. They were napping inside you at the time.”


  “……Yeah, they generally take a nap at that hour. Whiplash from staying up waaaay too late chattering.”


  Bullshit-chan nodded. At some point, she had ceased doing the dishes altogether.


  “So what was it about? Something serious?”


  “……Nothing that major,” Bullshit-chan said, shaking her head. “Kudo just had a few questions for me. It’s not worth dredging up here.”


  “……Oh yeah?” Umidori said, frowning. “What kind of questions?”


  “Just a few things she wanted to know. That’s all I’m going to say.” Bullshit-chan’s tone grew rather curt. “If you’re really curious, you’ll have to ask Kudo herself.”


  “…………??” Umidori was now actively confused. “Well, if you say so. You don’t have to share. I’m not that inclined to pry.”


  Still somewhat unconvinced, Umidori stepped past Bullshit-chan to the drying rack at the far end of the sink.


  This metal basket was filled to the brim with the dishes Bullshit-chan had just washed.


  Umidori picked one up, then grabbed the towel hanging beneath the basket and started wiping off the dish.


  “…Mm? What are you doing, Umidori?” Bullshit-chan said, spinning around in surprise.


  “What else? Drying dishes.”


  Umidori shrugged, not bothering to look up.


  “You might be on duty tonight, but it’s a lot of work for one person. Even just this pile.”


  “……Huh? No, wait…I’ve got this!” Bullshit-chan cried. “I’m on dishes duty! I can handle it without any help!”


  “No, no, I won’t hear of it. I’ve got nothing better to do.”


  Umidori brushed off Bullshit-chan’s protests, her hands not stopping. She just kept right on drying dishes.


  “…………”


  Bullshit-chan studied Umidori’s profile.


  Did she come to the kitchen to help in the first place? Because she thought I wasn’t feeling well?


  Umidori was humming away, drying one plate after another.


  ……………She’s really…


  Bullshit-chan watched her fixedly.


  …too good for this world.


  She had thought as much any number of times since they had started cohabiting.


  Living together made it difficult to ignore.


  It was hard to believe she was so nice—but her kindness was genuine. This was Tougetsu Umidori’s default disposition.


  “…………”


  And because Bullshit-chan genuinely felt that way…
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  “…………Um, sorry,” she said, the words coming out before she had consciously made the choice. “Umidori, you’ve got the day off tomorrow, right? Saturday?”


  “……Mm?”


  Umidori paused, looking up.


  “Yeah, I’m not working. What about it?”


  “Then, if you’re willing, how about a date? Just the two of us?”


  “……Huh?” Umidori blinked at her. “……Um? What? A date?”


  “I could use a little time alone with you,” Bullshit-chan said, looking her right in the eye. “There’s something I need to tell you.”


  
    

     2 Re: Bullshit-chan 2


    On a Saturday morning…


    At a city shopping mall, some distance from the apartment.


    Umidori and Bullshit-chan were wandering the halls together.


    “When you think about it, we don’t go out together very often,” Bullshit-chan said, eyes darting from one shop to another. “It might actually be the first time it’s been just the two of us. We’re always together at home, so it doesn’t feel like it.”


    “……Y-yeah, you might be right,” Umidori said. She was plodding along, looking uncomfortable.


    “Mm? What’s wrong, Umidori?” Bullshit-chan asked, glancing her way. “You sound kinda down…or maybe tense? Something on your mind?”


    “……………”


    The query merely caused Umidori to give her a look.


    “……I mean,” she said. “Why wouldn’t I be tense? You said you had something to tell me? That’s a loaded way of phrasing things! Anyone would be nervous. This isn’t like…you accidentally blabbed my secrets to anyone else, right?”


    “……Your secrets?” Bullshit-chan blinked, tilting her head in confusion as she walked. “No, I don’t think I’ve let anything slip. What secrets do you even have? I mean, besides the pencils over rice thing.”


    “……Yeah, I’m not hiding anything else on that level.” Umidori winced. “But even if you’re not feeling guilty about something, that phrasing is just inherently scary. Can you at least gimme a hint here?”


    “A hint?” Bullshit-chan said, clearly not into the idea. “……I really am sorry, Umidori, but you’re just gonna have to hold out until I tell you.”


    “Oh?”


    “Things need to be done in order. I do get where you’re coming from, but even so—I’m gonna be sharing this at the bitter end.”


    “……Yikes.”


    That clearly unnerved Umidori all the more.


    “What bitter end? You’re just making this worse, you know!”


    “Now, now, trust me, Umidori. Don’t sweat the small stuff. For the time being, let’s just enjoy the mall.”


    Bullshit-chan clapped her hands twice.


    “I mean, we’re on a date! An actual date! I’ve got a whole plan put together that you’re sure to enjoy! Expect great things, Umidori. I’m gonna make Nara so jelly that I’ll live to regret this!”


    “……………”


    But the cheerier Bullshit-chan acted, the more pronounced Umidori’s half-lidded glare got.


    Catching that look, Bullshit-chan grimaced, then patted her on the back.


    “C’mon, Umidori. Let me show you to my favorite shop! Right this way!”


    “……You have a favorite?”


     


    “…………Good lord!”


    A few minutes later…


    Bullshit-chan had taken Umidori somewhere that left her slack-jawed.


    “……This is your favorite shop?”


    “Heh-heh, well? Not what you expected?”


    Bullshit-chan was grinning impishly, clearly pleased by Umidori’s reaction.


    They were standing in—well, to put it briefly, a clothing store.


    It was a fairly decent size and had garments to suit any gender. Bright lights, spotless floors. It was still morning, yet there were already quite a few customers perusing the wares.


    Umidori and Bullshit-chan were standing in the far corner of the shop interior.


    It was an ordinary clothing store. Nothing about it was worth writing home about. But there was one section with a very different flavor.


    “……This would shock anyone,” Umidori said, nodding. She reached for one of the garments before her.


    It was white.


    Warm, hefty fabric. Long sleeves. And attached to the top—a cat-ear hood.


    “A rather shocking fact…your cat-ear hoodies are sold in stores?!”


    “Ha-ha, but of course they are, Umidori.” Bullshit-chan giggled. “How am I gonna wear something that isn’t for sale somewhere? Did you think I was making them by hand?”


    She was gesticulating wildly. Needless to say, the hoodie she had on was an exact match for the one being displayed.


    “If so, you clearly think too highly of me. I could never come up with a design this adorable! My area of expertise is cooking and cooking alone. I am no seamstress.”


    “……Yeah, that’s fair enough,” Umidori said, her eyes still locked on the shelf of cat-ear hoodies. “Just…it’s like your trademark, Bullshit-chan. Hard to believe it’s just available for purchase in a totally normal shop. I mean…is this where you bought the one you’re wearing now?”


    “Oh, no, I bought mine online,” Bullshit-chan answered cheerily. “This brand is actually primarily sold on the internet. Thankfully.”


    “……So you’re not a regular here, then?”


    “Yeah, my signature outfit probably isn’t as big a seller as you’d think.” Bullshit-chan sighed, glancing at the row of hoodies. “The fact they’ve confined it to this remote corner of the store should tell you as much. They’re clearly not flying off the shelves, even though it’s such a cute design! It makes no sense!”


    “……No, I mean, I get why. It’s not something you could wear every day.”


    “It isn’t? I do!”


    “Yeah, ’cause you’re Bullshit-chan.”


    Umidori shook her head.


    “Well, what now? Are you here to pick up a new one?” Umidori picked one up and held it out. “But you’ve already got several spares at home, right? I’m not really sure why you’d need more.”


    “……Huh? What are you talking about, Umidori?” Bullshit-chan said, baffled. “I’m not buying a cat-ear hoodie today. We’re not here for me. I’m here to pick out a present for someone else!”


    “……Oh?”


    Umidori blinked at her.


    Bullshit-chan, ignoring this completely, flagged down a passing sales rep. “Oh, excuse me? This cat-ear hoodie—what’s the largest size you have in stock?”


    “……? The largest size?” the sales lady asked, puzzled. “Um, what size are you looking for?”


    “Well, that’s the thing!” Bullshit-chan said, grabbing Umidori’s sleeve. “I need one big enough for this girl!”


    “……………Huh?”


    


    “Wow, this place makes great omelet rice!” Bullshit-chan exclaimed, spooning another bite into her mouth.


    They were still in the mall; the top floor was full of restaurants, and they had decided on one. Both girls were sitting at a table by the window.


    “So fluffy! So gooey! Chicken, rice, and ketchup perfectly blended! I picked this place at random, but we hit the jackpot!”


    Mid-beam, Bullshit-chan looked across the table as if she’d just noticed her companion’s demeanor.


    “Mm? What’s wrong, Umidori? You’re not eating?”


    “……………”


    Before her sat a girl in a cat-ear hoodie.


    It was the exact same kind of hoodie Bullshit-chan always wore—but this girl had long black hair.


    The cat ears swayed. She had her head down, and her hands were clenched on her lap.


    “…………[image: ]!”


    Her face was so red it looked ready to burst. She was 5′7″—tall for a girl—but she was squinching herself down, and her shoulders were quivering. She couldn’t even pick up her spoon, much less eat her omelet rice. Clearly, the meal was the last thing on her mind.


    “This will never do, Umidori. Snap out of it! This food is great, so don’t let it get cold!”


    Bullshit-chan was clearly acting like she wasn’t aware of the cause of Umidori’s shame.


    “Or is there a reason you can’t focus on your meal?”


    “……! L-like you don’t know!” Umidori hissed, through clenched teeth. “This is all your fault!”


    “—Whoa, look at those girls!”


    Just then—


    Umidori caught hushed whispering coming from a nearby table.


    “What—are they cosplayers?” “No, I think those are just normal clothes…” “So brave! They are cute, but I could never wear that in public.” “They’re dressed alike, so they must be close!”


    …… …… The whispers just made Umidori turn redder. Her cheeks were now so crimson it was hard to believe she was not emitting steam.


    “……Uh, Bullshit-chan,” she said, her voice almost vanishing. “Do I really have to?”


    “Have to what?”


    “L-let me take this off! Please, I’m begging you!”


    “Absolutely not,” Bullshit-chan snapped, with a big smile. “You’re wearing that all day long! No changes allowed! That’s my date plan!”


    “……A-all day? You’ve gotta be kidding!”


    “Heh-heh, what’s there to be so embarrassed about? You look great! It’s adorable! Cat-ear hoodie Umidori!”


    “……………You’re carrying the joke too far,” Umidori wailed, shaking her head vehemently. “I’m at my absolute limit! I’m dying of shame! Everyone’s staring at me!”


    “Well, if two girls in cat-ear hoodies sit together, they’re bound to attract attention,” Bullshit-chan said, nodding merrily. “Heh-heh-heh…dressed the same, eating out together—we must look so close! Maybe more than that! I bet the crowds think we’re sisters!”


    “…………”


    “See? It’s no big deal, Umidori. Try new things! Normally, you would never dress like this, but it’s opening all new doors within you!”


    “……Yeah—no. It’s just forging a cringey memory that’ll kill me every time I dredge it back up.”


    Umidori sighed so hard her whole body went limp.


    “This is excruciating. If only there hadn’t been one in my size, I would have been spared this misery!”


    “It was a stroke of luck,” Bullshit-chan said, nodding. “I thought the odds were high they wouldn’t have one big enough. And of course, my spares are far too small for you.”


    “Yeah, I’m nothing if not oversize…” Umidori groaned. “And because I’m so huge, this cat-ear hoodie’s drawing even more attention to this public performance. Also, I’m actually not very convinced this actually fits me.”


    “How so?”


    “I mean, the length of it is fine,” Umidori said, eyes downcast. “But, uh, this area…”


    Her eyes were locked on her own boobs.


    The strings dangling from the hoodie reached exactly that point on her chest, where the fabric was stretched pretty tight.


    Even though Umidori was clothed, it was clear how big they were.


    “…………Oh,” Bullshit-chan said, staring at them with concern.


    Her eyes turned toward her own chest. She, too, had a pair of strings dangling from her neck—but unlike Umidori’s, they hung straight down. Unobstructed. Where Umidori’s were forced to rest on top.


    “……………”


    Bullshit-chan inspected her chest for several seconds. She wasn’t flat, but neither were her breasts anything remarkable; they were thoroughly average.


    “……………Ha.”


    At last, she managed a hoarse chuckle, then stabbed the omelet rice with a spoon.


     


    “Whew, a clean plate!”


    A few minutes later…


    Umidori put her spoon down with an audible ding, looking relieved.


    Like she had said, there was not a scrap of rice remaining.


    “At first, I was too mortified to eat, but once I got going, it proved totally possible,” she said, staring wistfully at the empty platter. “I mean, this was really good omurice. I’m impressed.”


    “……………”


    Bullshit-chan, meanwhile, was staring grimly at her phone.


    It was obvious she was typing something, as she’d set her keyboard sound to the clatter of an old typewriter.


    She had long since cleaned her plate.


    “……Bullshit-chan?” Umidori had only just noticed the girl’s demeanor. She frowned. “What are you writing?”


    ……Oh, never mind, Umidori. It’s nothing,” Bullshit-chan said, not taking her fingers off the screen. “I was just taking notes on the omelet rice.”


    “Notes?”


    “Yes. Like you yourself said, this omelet rice was no joke. We hit the jackpot. I wanted to record my impressions while they were still fresh, and put them to good use the next time I make the dish myself.”


    “……You can do that?” Umidori said, eyes wide. “Uh, no, wait…do you take notes every time you eat out?”


    “If I eat something good, yeah.” Bullshit-chan nodded absently. “Not every time, but when something really impresses me.”


    “W-wow. That’s amazing. Studious.”


    “This is pretty typical. Compared to the staff here, or pro chefs like Kudo, I’ve still got a lot to learn.”


    “…………If you say so,” Umidori said, sounding rather stunned.


    The look she was giving Bullshit-chan was not one of surprise or bewilderment—she looked genuinely impressed.


    “Um, Bullshit-chan,” she said, making up her mind. “Why do you like cooking so much?”


    “……………Hmm?”


    Bullshit-chan’s fingers paused.


    Somewhat taken aback, she looked up and met Umidori’s gaze.


    “Why do I like cooking?” she echoed, cocking her head. “Mm? Umidori, haven’t I told you this before? Making good food for everyone to eat is a lot of fun.”


    “……Yeah, I know that, but…” Umidori nodded. “I’m asking what the impetus was for that line of thinking.”


    “The…impetus?”


    “I mean, you don’t get this into cooking without something happening. Bullshit-chan, you’re a lie. You don’t actually need to eat like humans do.”


    “……Uhhhh…” Bullshit-chan was clearly thrown by this topic. “You say that, but it’s not like it was anything dramatic. At best…I was craving some comfort?”


    “Comfort?”


    “My whole life revolved around fallicide. I spent every day tracking down Beliars and hunting down their manifest lies just to keep myself alive. Arguably, every living creature is like that, but a life that one-note was getting me down.”


    “Mm-hmm.”


    “So I thought maybe I should try my hand at something not directly related to survival, something I didn’t actually need. Otherwise, the mental stress was going to make me crack. That said, turning cows and pigs into food I don’t actually need may not be the most karmically sound choice…”


    “…………”


    “In that sense, I could have found comfort in something other than cooking,” Bullshit-chan said. “It just happened to be what I settled on. Heh-heh, kind of a lousy motivation, right?”


    “……No, I wouldn’t say that.” Umidori shook her head. “We all have different drives. Even if it was just a whim at first, if you’ve gotten this good at it, you must have a knack for it. And in that case, I think it had to be cooking—nothing else would do.”


    “……Umidori, I am not that good at cooking,” Bullshit-chan said, fluttering her hands. “I do all right for an amateur, sure. But like I said, there’s a gulf between me and the professionals. I wouldn’t dream of claiming I have a knack for it.”


    “……Really? I’d say your omelet rice is every bit as good as what they make here—ah!”


    Umidori clapped her hands together as if she’d just had a great idea.


    “Bullshit-chan, why don’t you open your own shop?”


    “……Huh?”


    “A restaurant! Bullshit-chan, head chef and owner!”


    Umidori was getting quite excited.


    “Isn’t that the best idea? If you could put it together, I know business would boom!”


    “……Uh, where’s this coming from, Umidori?”


    Bullshit-chan just looked confused.


    “Me, with a restaurant? That’s not even funny. There’s no way that could ever happen.”


    “Why not? What’s stopping you?”


    “Everything.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t even make sense. I’m not human! I’m a lie! I can’t be serving food to people!”


    “……Why not? It doesn’t make any less sense than a lie with a streaming career.”


    Umidori was scratching her head.


    “You make a living streaming! That’s no weirder than opening a shop.”


    “……I guess if you put it that way,” said Bullshit-chan.


    “At the very least, if you ran a shop near me, I’d eat there all the time. Your food is a lot better than some random mom-and-pop place, so I bet you would succeed without much fuss. You’d be on TV or in all the magazines before you know it!”


    “……Um, slow down, Umidori,” Bullshit-chan said, her tone as flat as Umidori’s was excited. “Take a breath, please. I don’t even know where to begin! That is a very optimistic projection. The world of haute cuisine is unforgiving.”


    “Is it that optimistic?”


    “Ludicrously so. The restaurant business is cutthroat. A decently skilled amateur would never strike it rich overnight.”


    Bullshit-chan let out a long sigh.


    “Like you said, the world is full of restaurants not worth eating at. And they go out of business all the time. The places that stick around are ones with real chefs in the kitchen—like Kudo.”


    “……Really?”


    Umidori sounded far less sure.


    “Well, if you say so, I’m sure it isn’t that easy.”


    “Of course not! Someone like me would have a lot of nerve even speculating about opening their own place!”


    “……Yeah, but I think you’re being too harsh on yourself. Regardless of how feasible it actually is, everyone has a right to dream big.”


    “We do?”


    “Bullshit-chan, are you telling me you’ve never even thought about it? Even if you didn’t mean it? You’ve never thought about what kind of place it might be?”


    “……………”


    That made Bullshit-chan settle down and take this idea a bit more seriously.


    “……Dreams, huh? Yeah, in those terms…I can’t say it’s never crossed my mind.


    “—! See? I knew it!”


    Umidori clapped her hands, pleased as punch.


    “So? Specifically, what did you have in mind?”


    “……Well, it would serve Western food.”


    “Like?”


    “Yeah, like this place does.” Bullshit-chan waved a hand at their surroundings. “Omelet rice, fried shrimp, beef stew—classic dishes found all over Japan, made as best I can. I wouldn’t want to go putting my own spin on anything. That’s just a scam, anyway.


    “I guess I’d call it Bullshit-chan’s Grill.”


    “……Bullshit-chan’s Grill,” Umidori said, blinking. “So you’d name the shop after yourself?”


    “Don’t read too much into it! The customers would have no way of knowing my name’s Bullshit-chan.


    “I don’t need to make it big or anything. No TV shows or magazine articles for me. I’d much rather be the kind of cozy little shop locals frequent for years on end. Maybe in actual business terms, I couldn’t afford to be that particular, though.”


    “…………”


    “I do want to put a lot of work into the interior design, though. Make it look like a wooden shack in a European fairy tale. Wouldn’t that be the perfect place to eat delicious omelet rice? It would be like stepping into a picture book! Heh-heh, well, if I can dream.”


    “……You’ve thought about this a lot,” Umidori said breathlessly. “You’ve got all the details hammered out. You really want this, Bullshit-chan.”


    “Huh? I do? Who does?”


    Bullshit-chan executed a major head tilt.


    “I’m just sharing some idle thoughts!”


    “……No, come on, your fantasy is clearly way too elaborate for that.” Umidori shook her head. “You don’t just have a name for the shop, you’ve got the whole concept!”


    “……That doesn’t mean I’m serious,” Bullshit-chan insisted. “If I were to actually open a shop, I’d need funding—there’s a lot of other practical concerns.”


    “I’m sure there are, but…what you said sounds really nice.”

  

  

  
    [image: ]
  

  Umidori sounded rather cheery.


  “The shop’s name, the look of it—it really feels like you.”


  “……Uh, well, I’m the one who dreamed it up, so obviously it would match my tastes.”


  “I think this is a dream worth trying to make come true.”


  “……Huh?”


  “I think that’s the job you were made for, Bullshit-chan,” Umidori said, her eyes gleaming. “No matter how much you protest, I think you’ve got a knack for cooking. And I want more people to recognize that. That streaming gig takes advantage of your talents, too, but nobody can taste what you make through their screens.”


  “…………”


  Confronted with Umidori’s positivity, Bullshit-chan only looked away uncomfortably.


  “……Stop, Umidori. I do appreciate the compliments, but I can’t ever have a shop of my own. And this isn’t really the time or the place to think about it. We need to focus on our battle with the Mud Hat Faction.”


  “Huh? Since when?” Umidori frowned. “That’s no excuse. You can just open that shop once the fighting is over!”


  “…………”


  “If you can settle things with the Mud Hat Faction, you’ll have a lot of free time on your hands afterward, Bullshit-chan.”


  “…………………”


  Bullshit-chan’s cheeks had gone a mite stiff.


  It was a very subtle change; even sitting across from her, Umidori failed to pick up on it.


  “……Afterward?” she said, at length. “Yeah, well…if my dream could actually come true, that would be nice.”


  


  With their meal over, the two girls left the restaurant and wandered the mall in their cat-ear hoodies.


  They had no real goal in mind other than burning some calories.


  “That reminds me, Bullshit-chan,” Umidori said, walking on her friend’s right. She was still getting a ton of stares because of the hoodie, but she must have begun to get used to it, because she didn’t seem that embarrassed anymore. “Why do you like cats so much?”


  “……Huh?” Bullshit-chan said, turning to look at her. “You sure have a lot of questions today, Umidori.”


  “Well, I thought this was a good chance to ask,” Umidori said, watching Bullshit-chan’s cat ears flop around. “I’m well aware you love cats more than just about anyone, so, like the cooking thing, I wondered if there was a reason for that.”


  “……More than anyone? I think I love them just as much as everyone does.”


  “……Yeah, no, if you didn’t have an excessive love, you would never pick this hoodie.”


  Umidori reached up and tugged on her own cat ears. Bullshit-chan had to think about that one.


  “……Well, I certainly won’t deny liking them a lot. But, Umidori, is that really something that needs an explanation? Literally everyone likes cats for the same reason. They’re cute!”


  “……Yeah, fair. I can’t really argue with that logic.”


  “……Though, if I dig deeper, I guess there is another reason,” Bullshit-chan said, tapping her forehead. “I just feel like cats and I have a lot in common.”


  “……You and cats?”


  “To be clear—I’m not saying I’m cute like them, okay? I’m talking about lifestyles. Less house cats than strays.”


  Bullshit-chan shrugged.


  “They don’t rely on anyone, living only for themselves. They gotta find each day’s meal, or they won’t last long. ’Cause they’ve got no one to turn to when they’re in trouble.


  “That is the lot of a stray cat, and also how I lived the bulk of my life. Hard not to feel some sympathy.”


  “The bulk of your life?” Umidori said, seeming more than a little surprised by this. “You mean—how your original master abandoned you? Everything you went through before I took you in?”


  “More accurately, until the Mud Hat Faction took me in,” Bullshit-chan said. “I didn’t exactly make any friends while I was there, but technically, I also wasn’t alone.”


  “……Yeah, but from what you’ve said, that wasn’t actually all that long ago.”


  Umidori frowned, mulling over what she knew.


  “And you said you were created ten years ago…so you spent most of that time all alone, barely scraping by?”


  “That’s the gist of it, yes,” Bullshit-chan said. “Heh-heh, well, Umidori? Horrifying, isn’t it?”


  “……It must have been rough. Honestly, I feel like saying that is a bit presumptuous. It’s not like I was there to witness any of your life, so who am I to judge?”


  “No need to overthink it. It was a hard life, but it was the hand fate dealt me.” Bullshit-chan’s tone was deliberately bright. “And whatever lies in my past, right now I’m pretty dang happy—thanks to the people I’ve met.”


  “……Yeah? Well, if you say so, that makes me glad.” Umidori said, smiling awkwardly.


  With that, the conversation petered out. For a while, there was only the sound of their footsteps.


  “…………”


  Eyes front, Bullshit-chan inhaled.


  “—You’re not gonna ask about my former owner, Umidori?”


  “Hmm?”


  That made Umidori spin around to face her.


  “……Your former owner?”


  “Yeah, the Beliar who told me ten years ago—and then abandoned me.”


  Bullshit-chan’s tone betrayed no emotion.


  “If you’re curious, I don’t mind sharing.”


  “…………”


  “……Mm? Not interested?”


  “……I wouldn’t say that,” Umidori said, studying Bullshit-chan’s face. At some point, both of them had come to a halt. “I’m just a bit taken aback. All this time, you’ve never brought them up. Not once.”


  “Well, the opportunity never presented itself.” Bullshit-chan nodded. “I didn’t think it was information that needed sharing…but have you always wondered?”


  “Yeah, most people would,” Umidori said, nodding emphatically. “That’s, like, your origin story. But since you never even dropped a hint about it, I felt like it would be wrong to pry.


  “But if you’re willing to share, I’d definitely like to know more.”


  Umidori paused for breath.


  “First, were they a man or a woman? How old were they?”


  “……Right,” Bullshit-chan said, choosing her words carefully. “First, she’s female. About your and Nara’s age… Sorry, I’ve forgotten how old.”


  “You forgot?”


  “Yes. Her exact age escapes me.” Bullshit-chan shook her head. “But she’s still pretty young. And I mean she is now.”


  “……Now? So she was still a child when she told you?”


  “Right. Ten years ago, she was just a kid. No rule against children becoming Beliars, so that’s not especially shocking.”


  “……Hmm, a kid.” Umidori nodded. “So what was she like? Personality-wise?”


  “……Tough question. She was nice. A good kid. I think.”


  “You think?”


  “I really don’t know much about her. The time we spent together was very brief.”


  “……Oh?”


  “Brief isn’t the word. Arguably, we barely spent any time together,” Bullshit-chan said, ruefully. “She quit being a Beliar the same day she told me.”


  “……………Huh?” Umidori said, her jaw dropping. “……How’s that work? She quit the same day she became a Beliar?”


  “Yep. Didn’t even last the day.” Bullshit-chan shrugged. “That means a day is all the time I spent with her, Umidori. Our connection is just that thin. My master abandoned her lie before I really got to know her in any sense.”


  “……H-hold on,” Umidori said, shaking her head. “Back up, Bullshit-chan. Your Beliar quit lying the very same day? Is that even possible?”


  “……No, not ordinarily,” Bullshit-chan said, her eyes downcast and voice growing grim. “……There were reasons for it.”


  “……Reasons?”


  “Yes. A complex web of causes I cannot easily explain.”


  “……I’m not sure what you mean, but…you haven’t seen your Beliar since?” Umidori asked, moving on. “You’ve got no idea what she’s up to now?”


  “No, Umidori, I’m actually well aware of what she’s doing,” Bullshit-chan said. “I know where she lives and have an idea what her life is like. Easy enough for me to find out about her when I’m so inclined, after all.


  “I’ve gone to check up on her more than a few times over the last decade. I can say she’s leading a happy life at the moment. At least, from what I can see on the outside.”


  “……From the outside? So you haven’t actually spoken to her?”


  “No. I basically just snuck a few peeks. She likely never noticed me hanging around.


  “I bet you know why, too. She abandoned me years ago. I’ve got nothing to say to her now, no reason to show myself.”


  “……………”


  Umidori gave Bullshit-chan a long, searching look. Clearly, she had thoughts but had decided not to share them.


  “…………So you’re still mad at her, then?”


  “Mad at her? Why would I be?”


  “I mean, you’ve got every right to be angry. You spent ten years struggling to survive, and really, that’s all your Beliar’s fault.”


  “……”


  “If she hadn’t cast you out, you would never have gone through all that. Meanwhile, she’s living a happy life, blissfully unaware of your problems.


  “I’m sure she had her reasons and issues, too. And I’ve been going around making Beliars abandon their lies, so I’m hardly one to talk. But even aware of all that, this is your life, Bullshit-chan. It’s not something you can just let go of.”


  “………………”


  Bullshit-chan was silent for quite a while.


  The longest stretch of quiet yet.


  They stood there while the crowds streamed past them.


  “……Am I mad at her?” Bullshit-chan finally wondered aloud. “No, Umidori. I’m not the least bit mad.”


  “……Oh?”


  “If anyone’s at fault here, it’s me,” she said quietly, as if stifling her feelings. “Blaming her for those ten years of hardship is absolutely barking up the wrong tree. That in no way makes up for the trouble I caused her. Even I know that much.”


  “……Uh, what? What do you mean?”


  “Umidori, I’m actually glad,” Bullshit-chan said, mustering a smile and ignoring Umidori’s consternation. “She’s completely forgotten me and moved on with her life. That knowledge eases my burdens far more than cats or cooking ever could.”


  


  …… …… ……


  Meanwhile…


  In the same restaurant where Umidori and Bullshit-chan had just had lunch…


  Four young ladies were occupying the exact same table the duo had just used.


  “This is so good!” one of them cried, a young blond woman named Kirara Seiryoin. “Miser Clown, this omelet rice is exceptional!”


  She had one hand over her mouth, and her eyes were on the seat next to her.


  “So fluffy and gooey! Don’t you agree?”


  “Indeed I do, Lady Kirara,” said a girl in a maid outfit—Miser Clown. She nodded, maintaining her poker face. “A far cry from the frozen omelet rice we usually eat back in Nagoya.”


  “……Yeah, anything’s better than frozen,” Seiryoin said, wincing visibly. “But this is a pleasant surprise. We chose this shop purely at random, and I did not expect great things. Perhaps Kobe simply has higher standards. Wouldn’t you agree, Makurakotoba?”


  “………………”


  Seiryoin had directed that last question at the green-haired girl sitting across from her—Nemuri Makurakotoba.


  She did not so much as glance at Seiryoin with those sleepy eyes of hers. Makurakotoba was entirely focused on tapping away at the screen of her phone.


  A serving of omelet rice sat before her, but the dish was still perfectly intact; she had not taken a single bite.


  “……………”


  “……Um, Makurakotoba?” Seiryoin leaned in. “I do think you should at least put your phone down while you eat.”


  “……………”


  No response.


  Only the sound of her keyboard tapping.


  “You’re kidding—you’re not going to eat?” Seiryoin asked, baffled, staring at the heaping serving of omelet rice on the platter. “I mean, even if we’re ordering with Mud Hat’s money, that seems a terrible waste.”


  “Ha-ha-ha! My bad, Seiryoin!” cried the fourth girl, unable to watch this awkward interaction any further. She wore a suit and went by Cockamamie Castle. “You can’t take these things personally! Professor Sleepy’s working, and she’s at a really important stage of her project! She can’t stop to eat!”


  “……She’s working?”


  “And it’s hardly worth bothering her about. That’s what I’m around for!”


  With that cheery cry, Cockamamie Castle reached out and grabbed Makurakotoba’s spoon. Taking a big scoop of the untouched omelet rice, she held the spoon to Makurakotoba’s lips.


  “Okay, Professor Sleepy! Say ahhh! Open wide!”


  “………………”


  Makurakotoba didn’t answer…but in lieu of a response, her lips parted slightly.


  An instant later, Cockamamie Castle slowly slipped the spoon through the gap.


  There was a munch.


  “……………”


  “Heh-heh-heh, well, Professor Sleepy? Do you like it?”


  Cockamamie Castle was cooing like a mother feeding a baby, but Makurakotoba simply chewed in silence. She hadn’t said one word in response to Cockamamie Castle’s inquiries, but this apparently qualified as her expressing a desire to eat.


  “……Gosh, she is a handful,” Seiryoin said, watching them in action. “I suppose being busy with work is ordinarily a good thing. But seeing how utterly absorbed she is in the task… Well, I find it hard to envy her.


  “I was aware writing novels was no mean feat, of course.”


  “Ha-ha, is sure isn’t!” Cockamamie Castle guffawed. “Fortunately, Professor Sleepy’s books are doing pretty well. If she didn’t keep writing right through meals, she would never meet her deadlines! She’s not even sleeping much lately!”


  “……………”


  Even this did not make Makurakotoba bat an eye.


  It was like the sounds and stares of the people around her weren’t even registering.


  “……It’s the strangest thing,” Seiryoin said, shaking her head. “For us to be here with her, eating an ordinary meal. Perhaps we could say the same thing for being in Kobe at all.”


  Her eyes turned toward the window as she basked in the moment.


  “Mud Hat really has dreamed up the damnedest thing,” she said. “I’ve never heard of anything as crazy as the Mud Hat Cup.”


  
    

     3 Re: Bullshit-chan 3


    Ten years ago.


    Hyogo Prefecture, Kobe City.


    An April day.


    On a residential street.


    “……She’s late,” Mud Hat muttered, lurking behind a telephone pole.


    There was no one else around. Keeping a hand on that mud-colored hat of his, he craned his neck and stared down the road.


    “According to my sources, she should pass through here any moment,” he muttered… And speak of the devil…


    A little girl wearing a red backpack rounded the corner ahead of him.


    She was quite small.


    Just under four feet tall, likely in first or second grade.


    Her most distinctive feature was her long black hair. Coupled with her diminutive frame, it gave her the appearance of a classic Japanese doll.


    “…………”


    The girl’s eyes were focused on the ground, and she was trudging toward the area where Mud Hat lurked.


    No signs of any friends.


    She was all by her lonesome.


    “……Ah, finally,” Mud Hat whispered, his tone perking up considerably. A rather creepy smile played on his lips.


    He pulled the hat low over his eyes, inhaled…and called out.


    “—Hello! Isn’t it a lovely day?”


    “……………Hmm?”


    Startled, the girl raised her head in a flash.


    She had been so focused on the ground she hadn’t even noticed him there.


    “…………Uh, huh?”


    She blinked several times, totally disconcerted. Meanwhile, Mud Hat maintained a broad smile.


    “Heh-heh, sorry. Didn’t mean to surprise you. Don’t worry, I mean you no harm.”


    “…………?”


    “On your way home from school, are you? That sure takes me back! I once wore one of those red backpacks myself. I remember so little of it now…”


    Mud Hat, seemingly lost in memory lane, was only making the kid more confused.


    “…………Um, uh, sorry, who are you?” she finally asked.


    “Who am I? Heh-heh, that’s an excellent question,” Mud Hat said, clearly not planning to answer it. “More importantly, let’s have a little chat.”


    “…………Huh?”


    “I think that shady spot over there would do nicely,” he said, pointing to an area behind a telephone pole. “It won’t take much time, and I’ll even compensate you for it. If you come with me like a good girl, I’ll buy you some candy. What do you say?”


    “…………”


    The girl froze for a moment, staring up at Mud Hat.


    —But it wasn’t a long moment—a second later—before her expression changed.


    From confusion to suspicion.


    “……Uh, um…” she said, backing away slowly, one hand reaching for the buzzer attached to her backpack. “Yeah, uh, sorry. Mommy told me not to go anywhere with strangers,” she said, clearly spooked.


    Her hackles were fully raised. If Mud Hat took a single step in her direction, she would yank that buzzer string and make a break for it.


    “……Ha-ha, oh dear, I’ve blown it,” he said, clearly floundering. “Still, it’s a perfectly normal response. Oh well. Shirobara, if you please.”


    “……………Huh?”


    The girl made a surprised noise, and then…


    “—Ack!”


    …she crumpled to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut.


    


    “……Bullshit-chan is definitely acting funny today.”


    Inside the shopping mall, near the sink in the ladies’ room.


    Umidori was muttering to herself as she washed her hands.


    “Not just today—she’s been like this ever since she got back from Kudo’s place yesterday.”


    She was gazing at the mirror as she talked to herself in the empty restroom.


    “Bullshit-chan’s never shared anything about herself before…”


    Frowning, she turned off the faucet. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and started drying her hands.


    “And what’s this thing she had to tell me about today?”


    —Poke, poke.


    “Hello, love. Got a minute?”


    “……Mm?”


    A small finger was poking Umidori in the back.


    “……………?”


    Surprised, she turned around—and found a little girl with silver pigtails.


    She looked like she was maybe in the fourth grade. The girl was far shorter than Umidori, with tanned skin and a curveless figure.


    “Lord, did I startle you? Not my intention, deary.”


    “……And you are?” Umidori said, staring at her. Her curiosity was genuine.


    She’d never seen this kid before.


    “I just have a question for you,” the silver-haired kid said, ignoring her consternation. “You are Tougetsu Umidori, yes?”


    “……Huh?!”


    “Mm? Is that a no?”


    “…………”


    Umidori gulped. This was the last thing she had expected.


    “……Uh, huh? Why do you know my name—?”


    “Ho-ho-ho! That’s lovely, then. I’ve got the right girl!”


    The pigtailed kid let out a satisfied chortle.


    “Still, what a world. I hate to resort to clichés, but time sure does fly.


    “A mere decade, and that pipsqueak is towering over me! From behind, I genuinely wasn’t sure if you were actually the same Tougetsu Umidori.”


    “……………Huh?”


    “And the way you’ve grown—you’ve got a lot of nerve!”


    The kid shot a baleful look in the direction of Umidori’s chest.


    “Letting that be, I’d love to stop and catch up, but I’m short on time. He was very clear about it…


    “So you’ll have to come with me, Tougetsu Umidori.”


    “……………??”


    Umidori had no idea what to make of this.


    What was this kid even talking about?


    But she never got a chance to ask. A moment later, she fell unconscious—like a puppet with its strings cut.


    


    “What a mess. I can’t bring myself to broach the subject.”


    Outside the ladies’ room, on a bench in the hall, Bullshit-chan was waiting for Umidori, muttering to herself.


    “I should just get to the point! The more I drag this out, the more I’ll wind up beating around the bush…and driving Umidori crazy.”


    She was clearly kicking herself. Sighing, she shook her head.


    “……You’ve got this! Telling her won’t break anything! She’ll sneer at me, but that’s all!”


    —Yo, kitty cat.


    Just then—


    A woman’s voice echoed inside Bullshit-chan’s body.


    Got a question before Tougetsu Umidori gets back. Give it to me straight.


    “……What is it, Hurt?” Bullshit-chan asked, surprised. She looked down at herself. “It’s not often you speak up…”


    Spare me the small talk. I’m not here to chitchat.


    Hurt’s voice got even grumpier.


    I just thought it was high time I asked why you’re working with Umidori in the first place.


    “How do you mean?”


    The terms of your arrangement. Tougetsu Umidori helps you commit fallicide. In return, you introduce her to a Beliar who will help her learn to lie again.


    “……Yes, that’s right, what about it?”


    ……That’s been bugging me since I first heard it.


    Hurt sighed.


    Who exactly is this Beliar? Who can make her lie again?


    “……Huh?”


    Is there really a Beliar capable of that? she asked, her tone grim. I’ve been around the block with the Mud Hat Faction, but I never heard one word about someone who could pull that off.


    “…………”


    I don’t even get the logic. She can make someone lie again? What kinda weird powers would that lie give someone?


    Tougetsu Umidori has got to be the one person out there incapable of lying. But there’s a Beliar who has just the lie she needs, and you happen to know her? That’s too good to be true.


    “……What’s your point, Hurt?” Bullshit-chan asked, her tone level. “You think I’m bullshitting Umidori?”


    ……Don’t get me wrong. I don’t give a shit about Tougetsu Umidori. I’m just curious how much truth there is to this, Hurt grumbled. Even if you’re making it up, that works just fine for me. Once the truth comes out, your arrangement will be done and dusted. Which means I get my wish and can escape your body.


     


    “No, Hurt. I’m afraid Bullshit-chan isn’t lying here.”


     


    Just then, a new voice interjected, coming from next to Bullshit-chan.


    A kind, male voice.


    “I know exactly who she means. I know that Beliar.”


    “……………Huh?”


    Bullshit-chan jumped, turning his way.


    She had not even noticed there was a man sitting right next to her.


    A slim fellow in a mud-colored hat.


    “That said, I do think her phrasing carries a touch of deception.”


    He chuckled, giving Bullshit-chan a once-over.


    “I realize Umidori left you with no other choice, but you really do have a flair for the grift.”


    “—?!”


    Clunk!


    Bullshit-chan bolted up from the bench.


    “…………!”


    “Heh-heh, still, this is a sight for sore eyes,” the man said, smirking. “Bullshit-chan and Hurt, talking together like old friends! Back in April, I would never have thought it possible. Strange bedfellows, but that has deepened your bonds.”


    ………You son of a bitch, Hurt growled from deep inside Bullshit-chan. Why are you even here?


    “Why? We’re in a mall. Am I not allowed to go shopping?”


    “…………!”


    Mud Hat was so obviously feigning innocence that Bullshit-chan furrowed her brow and fixed him with a glare.


    “Ha-ha, calm yourself, Bullshit-chan. I’m not here to harm a hair on your little head.”


    The man gave her a pleasant smile.


    “I’m just here to say hi—to both of you.”


    “……………What?!”


    “—All done, love!”


    Another girl’s voice cut through the tension.


    “I did what you said and brought her.”


    A little girl with silver pigtails.


    She had come up next to Mud Hat and Bullshit-chan’s staring contest, grinning at them both.


    Beside her was Umidori— Her eyes were hollow.


    “……! Umidori?!” Bullshit-chan yelped. “Wh-what’s wrong with you?!”


    “…………”


    Umidori didn’t react at all. It was like her soul had left her body; she was just staring vacantly at empty space. It did not seem like she could even hear Bullshit-chan’s voice.


    “Ho-ho, don’t kick up a fuss, kitty,” the silver-haired kid said, clearly amused. “I just had her go quiet so I could bring her here. If you want to speak with her, I can put her back.”


    The kid snapped her fingers.


    And—


    “…………Huh?” Umidori blinked, herself again. “……? Uh, where…? Wasn’t I in the restroom?”


    She looked around, confused.


    “It’s been a while, Umidori,” the man said, cheerily. “Almost a month now! How have you been?”


    “……………Huh?”


    Umidori turned to him.


    “………C-counselor?” she asked, after a long moment. “……But, huh? What? Why are you here?”


    “……Counselor?!” Bullshit-chan gasped, glaring at him.


    The man just shrugged.


    “There you have it, Bullshit-chan. We’ve taken your precious Tougetsu Umidori hostage.”


    “……………!”


    “I fancy a change of scenery. Come along quietly, there’s a good girl.”


    


    “……………??”


    Still very confused, Umidori walked along, still in that cat-ear hoodie.


    They were on the road just outside the mall. It was early afternoon, and the sun was still high in the sky. Beneath the warm fall sunlight, they went against the flood of pedestrians heading for the mall’s entrance.


    She was surrounded by three people.


    “Heh-heh, I do beg your pardon, Umidori. We’ve quite interrupted your time together,” one of them said; the lone male in this company, a slim man with a pleasant smile. “To think we would run into each other again this soon! I am delighted. And I should say again: thank you so much.”


    “……Huh?” Umidori said, still looking pretty out of it. She turned to him. “Uh, um…it was nothing. Definitely not worth bringing up again—and honestly, I should be thanking you. The advice you gave me really helped a lot, counselor.”


    “…………”


    Another member of the group was watching this with deep suspicion: Bullshit-chan.


    “……Hold on, Umidori. What does that mean?”


    “……Huh?”


    “Why do you know this man?”


    “……I could ask the same thing,” she said, shooting a frown at Bullshit-chan. “You know the counselor, Bullshit-chan?”


    …… …… ……


    A minute or two later…


    Umidori had explained herself, and Bullshit-chan was letting out a silent shriek.


    “…………Of all the turnups!” she managed to say, shaking her head. “That whole thing happened without me ever noticing?!”


    “—Ho-ho! He’s got you all in a tizzy!” the last member of the company said—a silver-haired girl sticking close to Umidori’s side—clearly extremely amused by everything.


    She ran her fingers through her half-up pigtails, shooting Bullshit-chan a merry grin.


    “You never suspected your precious, precious girl was all along with this man, of all people! Just the thought must send a chill down the spine. I fully sympathize, kitty.”


    “……………”


    Bullshit-chan wheeled around to face her.


    “……Shirobara, he’s bad enough, but why on earth are you involved?”


    “Ho-ho-ho! That would be telling.” The silver-haired girl chuckled. “Kitty, you have been quite a stranger. I haven’t seen you in nearly six months! Lovely to see you’re still holding on. I had good money on you not lasting a single month out there by your lonesome.”


    “……………!”


    “—Ho-ho! Don’t give me that look, kitty. I’m just pulling your tail! Don’t take it to heart,” Shirobara said, watching Bullshit-chan’s grimace with evident delight. “You never have had a sense of humor! Grand. But should you really have your eyes on me here?


    “This man and I are not the only old faces here to have a look at you. Eyes front, love.”


    “……………Huh?”


    Bullshit-chan snapped up her head.


    There was an open area ahead of them.


    Their stroll down the sidewalk had taken them to a park by the mall.


    At the center of the park was a sizeable fountain…


    …with four girls sitting on its edge.


    “……Mm?”


    One of the four sensed her gaze and looked up.


    “…………Ugh!” she said, inelegantly.


    A blond, ladylike girl.


    “B-Bullshit-chan?! And Umidori?! Wh-what are you doing…?”


    “……Huh?” Umidori squeaked. “Uh, you’re kidding? Seiryoin?”


    No mistaking her—that was Kirara Seiryoin, the blond lady who had kidnapped Tougetsu Umidori back in May. Her victim would hardly forget her anytime soon.


    Sitting at her side was Miser Clown, wearing a maid uniform. She maintained her composure but did seem faintly surprised to see Umidori here.


    “……What is the meaning of this?” Seiryoin asked, scowling. Her eyes were not on Umidori or Bullshit-chan, but on the smiling middle-aged man. “I was not warned.”


    “No, I didn’t tell you,” he said, unperturbed. “I decided keeping you in the dark would cause no real issues.”


    “……………?!”


    “……Heh-heh, well, Seiryoin? You appear rather unwell?” He chuckled. “Like you’ve accidentally run into a secret friend. How odd! According to your reports, you two have never met!”


    “……………!”


    Seiryoin’s face crumpled in chagrin. She refused to meet Mud Hat’s gaze.


    “……You are the absolute pits! I cannot imagine a worse outcome.”


    “……………??”


    Umidori was just growing even more baffled. Wh-what’s going on here? Why are Seiryoin and Miser Clown waiting for us? It sounds like they know this counselor somehow?


    —But two more girls were sitting near the two familiar faces.


    Both young women.


    “Yoinks! Wowzers! Bullshit-chan in the flesh!”


    One was bouncing up and down, babbling excitedly. She wore a black suit and was even taller than Umidori, with a very twiggy frame. She cut a dashing figure—but the look on her face was pure childish glee.


    “What up?! It’s been ages! Bodacious! I didn’t think I’d ever see you again!


    “Don’t you agree, Professor Sleepy?”


    “……………”


    The girl next to her failed to respond.


    Her beautiful emerald eyes were tinged with drowsiness, and her lips were pressed in a straight line. She was frantically tapping away on the screen of her phone.


    “…………”


    She did not say a word. Her face did not move a muscle. She did not even seem inclined to take her eyes off her phone.


    “……! Seiryoin’s bad enough, but you’ve brought Cockamamie Castle and Makurakotoba along?!” Bullshit-chan wailed, gritting her teeth. “What’s the big idea?! Are you having some sort of faction conference?!”


    —Yo, kitty cat.


    Hurt’s voice echoed from within Bullshit-chan’s body.


    What are you standing around twiddling your thumbs for? Let me out!


    “……Huh?”


    Not just me. The writing implement and the vegetable oil, too. Now, before you get yourself killed.


    Hurt sounded deeply annoyed.


    We can’t use our powers inside you. And that’s a fatal handicap against this lineup.


    “……Hurt.”


    —Exactly, Bullshit-chan! Hurry up and let us out! Togari’s voice rang out next. I’ve got no clue what’s going on, but this is clearly a big deal! That mysterious blond lady alone is bad news! You need to summon us ASAP so we can cover Tougetsu!


    R-right, Bullshit-chan. I’m ready to go, too! Let me out! Saladette chimed in.


    With all three on the same page, Bullshit-chan nodded. “R-right, fair enough. You’ve got a point. Come on.”


    ……and a few seconds later, three girls had emerged from inside her.


    Hurt. Togari Tsukushigaoka. And Saladette Canola.


    “—Whew. Right, who wants to explain things?” Togari said, fixing Seiryoin with a malevolent glare. “Okay, so who are all these people who’ve come after us? I only recognize a couple of you.”


    “…………?!”


    Seiryoin took one look at Togari and visibly flinched.


    “……You’re kidding? The blue girl?!” she said. Remembering the awful headache, she put a hand to her brow. “What a nightmare! I never wanted to see you again!”


    “……Lady Kirara,” Miser Clown said, tugging Seiryoin’s sleeve.


    “Mm? What is it, Miser Clown?”


    “……A small matter, but the new arrival with the bowl cut—based on the voice we just heard, she might be—”


    “……Yeah, I did notice.” Seiryoin sighed. “That does explain it. You did save Kudo. Out of my hands, but I am relieved. And she is rather adorable in person! Nothing like the last time I saw her.”


    —The crowd in the park totaled eleven.


    Tougetsu Umidori.


    Bullshit-chan.


    Hurt.


    Togari Tsukushigaoka.


    Saladette Canola.


    Kirara Seiryoin.


    Miser Clown.


    The sleepy woman they’d called Makurakotoba.


    The black-haired woman in a black suit called Cockamamie Castle.


    The silver-haired child called Shirobara.


    And last but not least, the so-called counselor Umidori had encountered over summer vacation.


    “Heh-heh, what a sight,” the man said, eyes sweeping the company. He sounded ever so pleased. “The full cast is here on stage! It takes my breath away. It was well worth going to the trouble of arranging this.”


    The grin plastered on his face was positively jubilant. He looked with admiration at each girl’s face in turn.


    And finally, he settled on Tougetsu Umidori, who was still petrified.


    “Come now, Umidori. Surely you’re not telling me you still haven’t worked things out?”


    “……Huh?” she said, jumping.


    A very dull noise.


    The old man’s smile grew noticeably creepier.


    “Ah, you’re still clueless! That is a shock. All the intel is available to you, yet you’ve failed to piece it together. Very well! If you’re unaware, it falls to me to tell you the truth.”


    As he spoke, he took a step toward Umidori…


    …attempting to walk over to her side.


    —But.


    “Not another step,” Bullshit-chan hissed, placing herself between the two of them.


    Her eyes narrowed as she glared up at the man.


    “One false move, and you’ll force my hand.”


    “……Bullshit-chan?” Umidori asked, blinking. Perplexed by this hostility.


    Bullshit-chan turned back, looking grimmer than ever.


    “……Listen closely, Umidori. I don’t know what this man told you last summer, but put every word of it out of your mind. It was all bullshit.”


    “……Huh?”


    “Poppycock. Nonsense. A pack of lies. The words this man spews almost never contain a single kernel of truth.”


    Bullshit-chan’s voice was imbued with choked fury.


    “Why? Because this man…this very man…”


    “Please, Bullshit-chan. Let me say this part,” the man interrupted, his voice as pleasant as hers was not.


    He reached a slender arm into his pocket…


    …and pulled out an object.


    A man’s hat, the color of mud.


    “Umidori, if I show you this, surely now you realize who I am?”


    With that, he placed the hat upon his head.


    “……………Huh?”


    “Heh-heh, why hello there, Tougetsu Umidori,” the man said, grinning. “I am, in a word, the individual you call Mud Hat. Yes, your mortal enemy. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


    


    “…………Mud hat?”


    At first, Umidori could not even process the meaning of the phrase.


    She had been confused enough to begin with, and now her mind had shut down completely.


    It simply refused to digest what she’d been told.


    She just stood there staring at the man, her mouth half open.


    “…………”


    This lasted five…ten seconds. Finally, her thoughts churned into action.


    Her eyes moved from the man’s smile to the top of his head. The eccentric hat dyed the color of mud. She had never once seen another quite like it for sale—and yet, she was familiar with it.


    After all, She had been warned of his existence more times than she could count.


    “…………?!”


    At long last.


    “……………Huh?! Bwuh?! M-M-M-M-M-Mud Hat?!”


    She gave a bit of a screech.


    Her face was aghast.


    And as she took in the unbelievable sight, her shoulders quivered.


    “Heh-heh, indeed. I am the one and only Mud Hat,” the man said, thoroughly enjoying this display. “I do apologize for disguising my identity on that fine summer day, Umidori. The circumstances forced me to reveal no more. Pray, forgive me.”


    “…………”


    “Oh, yes! Speaking of summer…,” Mud Hat said, clapping his hands as if he had only just remembered. “Did you and Yoshino Nara manage to patch things up?”


    “………………Huh?”


    “I made a note to inquire about it the next time I saw you. I was curious,” he said, smirking. “After all, I hardly ever offer genuine, one-hundred-percent benevolent advice from the heart. Though, given the way Bullshit-chan describes me, perhaps you can no longer accept that at face value.”


    As he spoke, he took a slow step in Umidori’s direction.


    “Well, how’d it go? You did make up with her, right? I’d love to hear the specific details. How did you manage it?”


    “—That’s enough, Mud Hat,” Bullshit-chan said, speaking for Umidori.


    She was still standing between them, glaring grimly at him.


    “I warned you not to get any closer to her,” she snarled. “Don’t make me say it a third time. If you make any further advances, I’ll have to use force. Understood?”


    “……Heh-heh, why, Bullshit-chan, there’s no need for the scary face. I’m only kidding!” Mud Hat said, shrugging—but he did stop. “Still, ‘use force’? Such an alarming phrase. If I must return the warning, I would suggest not trying anything funny. As you can see, you are surrounded by Mud Hat Faction members.”


    “…………” Bullshit-chan’s glare never wavered. But…


    “……………Huh?!” Umidori squeaked, her head swiveling. “……Uh, y-you mean? Everyone here is in—”


    “……They are, Umidori,” Bullshit-chan said, not glancing back. “These are the Mud Hat Faction Beliars. And not just the rank-and-file crew; they’re the core members.”


    “……! The c-core…?!”


    “Kirara Seiryoin and her lie, Miser Clown. Nemuri Makurakotoba and her lie, Cockamamie Castle. And Shirobara Seiryoin…”


    Bullshit-chan’s glare swept the row behind Mud Hat.


    “The most powerful members of the faction, all assembled in this city park. A total nightmare, but I’m afraid it’s all too real.”


    “……………?!”


    “—Tch, this is the dumbest shit ever,” Hurt swore, looking extremely cross.


    Arms folded, she turned to the girl beside her.


    “Vegetable oil, you realize this predicament is entirely your blunder?”


    “……………Mm?” Saladette jumped, looking up at Hurt. Clearly, she had not been expecting this. “……I-is it? What do you mean, Hurt? This is my fault?”


    “Don’t you see? Ranged telepathy is your whole thing. If you hadn’t led your guard down, we never would have found ourselves up shit creek without a paddle.”


    Hurt snorted.


    “I’ve warned you repeatedly. You need to make more effective use of your enemy-detection skills. But do you ever listen to me? And this is the upshot.”


    “……Uh, um… I don’t know what to say.” Saladette sighed. “I can’t exactly maintain a telepathic net twenty-four seven. Technically, I’m capable of it, but that’s an invasion of privacy…”


    “Piffles. Privacy shmivacy!” Hurt snapped, clearly not believing her ears. “A bit late for that argument, toots! You spent an entire year spying on everyone around you!”


    Hurt’s voice had gotten rather loud, and Saladette was cringing.


    “Urgh…stop yelling at me…!” she wailed, hanging her head.


    “…………”


    Stunned, Umidori could only watch them bicker. Eventually, she swallowed hard.


    ……W-wait, then…are you kidding me? Mud Hat is the counselor?


    Her brain knew the truth, but her heart could not accept it. At the very least, on that summer day, she had not suspected a thing. The nice older man who had kindly listened to a stranger’s problems—how could she possibly believe he had been their bitter enemy all along?


    ……Still, no matter how much she did not want that to be true, the man himself had confirmed it, so she should probably get over it.


    “Ha-ha-ha, I see Hurt is fit to be tied!” Mud Hat chortled, clearly enjoying the show. “But there’s no need to get your hackles up. At the very least, as long as you behave yourselves, we have no plans to get rough.


    “You see, we’re not here to fight you. We just have a little business to take care of.”


    “……Business?” Bullshit-chan asked. “What kind? With us?”


    “Heh-heh. Curious, Bullshit-chan?” Mud Hat grinned. “That would be telling. If I said I simply longed to see you again…?”


    “……I’d say you must think I’m stupid.”


    “I assure you, I mean that. I did want to see you again.”


    “……Huh?”


    “I wished to offer you my compliments, you see. When you betrayed us, I did not think you would be so successful.”


    Mud Hat shrugged.


    “You’ve spent the last six months surprising me repeatedly. Making enemies of the Mud Hat Faction is an act of madness, so I was genuinely worried you’d gone soft in the head. And yet you’ve managed to sustain yourself this whole time. You even defeated Hurt when she came gunning for your head.”


    “………”


    “Honestly, not one person here ever imagined you could survive outright conflict with her. An impressive display. Or perhaps I should say, an inspirational display.”


    With that, his gaze shifted from Bullshit-chan to Umidori.


    “You really found the most fascinating solution. A companion who cannot lie.”


    “……Mud Hat,” Bullshit-chan said, looking every bit as tense as he was pleased. “Are you here to finish me off? Once and for all?”


    “……Mm? Finish you off?” Mud Hat crooked his head, amused. “Whatever for?”


    “……………”


    “No, no, don’t be like that, Bullshit-chan. I would never do anything that awful! We may have gone our separate ways, but we are former comrades.”


    “……Comrades, huh?” Bullshit-chan spat, biting her lip. “You’ve got a lot of nerve. You didn’t lift one finger to stop Hurt from trying to kill me.”


    “Ha-ha-ha, you do have me there,” Mud Hat said with a wince. “But don’t get me wrong, Bullshit-chan. That was a tough decision!


    “You see, I like Hurt and Hayakawa every bit as much as I like you. Hurt insisted she had to kill you, and I could not bring myself to trample on her feelings. I thought it was a shame you had to go that way, but it was out of my hands. I do not intervene in squabbles among faction members.”


    “………………”


    “……Though I’m well aware that argument will not make you feel any better,” Mud Hat said, clearing his throat. “Well, that’s enough formalities. Let’s get to the point. Listen up, Bullshit-chan. Like I said, we’re not here to fight you. Nor are we here to kill anyone. We just saw fit to offer an advance warning.”


    “……A warning?” Bullshit-chan said, dubiously.


    Mud Hat’s smile grew extra sinister.


    “Yes, Bullshit-chan. We’re about to open a festival right here in Kobe. One we’re calling the Mud Hat Cup.”
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    “……………The Mud Hat Cup?”


    After a beat, Bullshit-chan echoed his words, baffled.


    “What does that mean? You have a cup?”


    “……Heh-heh, well, I expected that reaction,” Mud Hat said, amused. “Seiryoin said much the same thing when I first explained it. But this is a plan I have long been nursing, and the name alone provides no clues as to what it entails.”


    “………?”


    “Listen, Bullshit-chan. The Mud Hat Cup is…” he paused for breath. “In a word—my dream.”


    “……Your dream?”


    “Yes, exactly. The very thing I’ve been fantasizing about all along. A festival of merriment over a decade in the making!” he cried, getting quite excited. “This is why I founded the Mud Hat Faction in the first place!”


    “……What are you even talking about?” Bullshit-chan said, scowling at him. “You’re not making sense. Say something I can understand!”


    “Ha-ha, you mustn’t rush me, Bullshit-chan. I’ll start at the top,” he said teasingly. “But neither am I trying to play coy. I might call it a festival, but the specifics are not much different from the usual.”


    “……The usual?”


    “I merely give people a push. Like I always do,” Mud Hat said, smiling beatifically. “I, Mud Hat, have never done anything else. I simply adore giving people that little push they need.”


    “…………”


    “I am a hypnotist whose only goal in life is to encourage people to mess up their lives for my own amusement. I was born with the talent and have led countless people to their own destruction. You know that firsthand, Bullshit-chan.”


    Mud Hat shrugged.


    “—I do not deny it. It is a verifiable fact! I am a villain. Since starting the Mud Hat Faction, I’ve caused the world no end of trouble. I never intended my hypnosis skills to earn me money. I just did as I pleased.”


    “……………”


    “Naturally, every now and then I’ll do some good when the whim strikes me—like at that summer festival. But even that was essentially just giving Umidori a push. I lit a fire under her and led her to patching things up with her friend, purely because I wished to know the outcome. I wasn’t trying to do good—the result simply worked out that way.


    “—Honestly, either way would have been just fine with me. It has never mattered if my pushes help people or ruin them.”


    “……………”


    “I simply want to see the outcome. It’s not that I don’t care what that is; I simply don’t care which way it goes. As long as things entertain me, then I am satisfied.”


    “……………”


    Bullshit-chan had just been glaring at him this whole time.


    “……I can’t believe you’re running your mouth like this. Are you trying to own what a selfish asshole you are or something?”


    “Interpret it however you please. I am simply describing the way I live my life,” Mud Hat said, smiling away. “And the Mud Hat Faction is one of my life’s greatest triumphs. Nothing else is more important to me. I’d go so far as to say it matters more than my own life!”


    “……Yes, I’m aware. You seem to view the Mud Hat Faction members as precious companions.”


    “Naturally. I’ve said as much countless times. And I swear—I’ve told no lies.”


    “……………”


    “No one is worth urging on more than a Beliar. What they do and dream is all just so insane.”


    He let out a rapturous sigh.


    “All I have to do is give them a little nudge, and Beliars show me the most fantastic sights: things no ordinary human could ever manage. To me, they are irreplaceable comrades, friends, and family. Whether they feel the same is of no concern.”


    “……………”


    “……Still, Bullshit-chan. It’s not all nectar and ambrosia with the Beliars I’ve assembled in my faction.”


    Mud Hat waggled his wrist.


    “You see, I can’t give them too hard a push.”


    “……Hmm?”


    “I’ve agonized over it, I assure you. It’s a side effect of gathering too many captivating Beliars together! I find myself unable to give any one of them special treatment. Every member of the faction is an equally invaluable member of my family.”


    “……………?”


    “Consider this. If one of my members announces plans to destroy the world, should I give them the push they need? Or should I stop myself?


    “Personally speaking, I would love nothing more than to push away. But things are not that simple. The rest of the members do not want the world to end! If I prioritize the needs of one lie, then that directly leads to the downfall of all the others. I cannot urge on others as my heart wills me to!”


    Mud Hat shook his head sorrowfully.


    “Pushing Beliars along is my sole purpose, and yet I am forced to avoid pushing too hard. A contradiction! And yet it’s the reality of things. Especially when it comes to the core members assembled here, all of whom have especially dicey lies.


    “It was always a tall order. Beliars inherently spare no consideration for anyone else; the moment they began working together, our world was bound to label them societal evils.”


    “……Right,” Bullshit-chan said, nodding. “I’m starting to see where you’re going with this. You’ve got a point. I especially agree with the futility of wrangling a bunch of Beliars…but how does any of this play into the Mud Hat Cup?”


    “……Heh-heh, don’t rush me, Bullshit-chan,” Mud Hat said, savoring her irritation. “But if I must get to the point—I’ve decided to stop.”


    “……Stop?”


    “Exactly. I will no longer maintain this balancing act, no longer hesitate to give any Beliar the push they need.”


    “…………Huh?!”


    “I can no longer restrain myself. My urge has always been to push without regard for the consequences, and stifling that urge has been an unbearable torment. This whole time, I’ve been waiting. Waiting for a moment where I no longer need to maintain balance. The Mud Hat Faction matters more than my own life, but the time has arrived where I am willing to destroy that with my own hands.”


    “……Meaning?”


    “I’ll make a choice. Choose a member for preferential treatment.” Mud Hat grinned. “I have decided to pick one, and only one, member from the Mud Hat Faction. The only people available are the faction’s core members—in other words, the very Beliars you see before you.


    “Once the selection process is complete, I shall fully back the chosen Beliar. I’ll push them as far as I can, wherever that takes us.”


    “……………!”


    “Naturally, that means their lie will mess the world up completely. The people out there going about their lives, you and your friends, the losing core members, even me—none of us will emerge unscathed. But I do not care. This is a necessary sacrifice for this supreme source of entertainment.


    “I’ve named the tournament to determine the Beliar worthy of the Mud Hat Cup. Heh-heh, what do you say? It was the first thing that came to me, but I think it has a certain je ne sais quoi.”


    


    “……You’re choosing a victor from the core members?”


    The first to respond to Mud Hat’s proclamation was not Bullshit-chan, but Hurt.


    “Mud Hat, what the hell? This is the first I’m hearing of this!”


    “Well, it would be, Hurt,” Mud Hat said, smiling. “I only just decided to hold the Mud Hat Cup. You left the faction in April, so you would have had no way of knowing. Though, like I said, I’ve been nursing the idea itself for quite some time.”


    “……………”


    “I think it’s a fascinating concept, if I do say so myself,” Mud Hat said, enraptured. “Kirara Seiryoin. Nemuri Makurakotoba. Shirobara Seiryoin. And the other core members who sadly could not be here with us today. A lineup of the finest Beliars, all competing for a single preferential seat at my table. Just imagining the spectacle makes my heart soar.


    “And Hurt—if your former master, Itami Hayakawa, could have participated, it would have been all the better. Perhaps I should have made up my mind six months sooner, but there’s no use crying over spilled milk.”


    “……………Hmph.” Hurt snorted, uninterested in his pity. “Pointless. Rehashing that now does me no good, so I don’t care. But how, specifically, will they be competing?” she asked. “Are you gonna make them fight among themselves, with you watching?”


    “Precisely,” Mud Hat declared. “No other means of settling things could possibly satisfy them. My Beliars will take each other out—and the last one standing will take it all. As simple as it gets.”


    “……Yeah, that’s a fair rule.” Hurt nodded. “If I’d been able to participate, I would have been content with that. At the very least, it’s far better than leaving it up to your personal preferences. So? Where’s this brawl gonna go down?”


    “Ha-ha, think before you speak, Hurt. You need not ask!” Mud Hat said, throwing his arms out wide. “The battleground will be right here in Kobe! All of it.”


    “……What?”


    “I said from the start I was planning a festival here. This city will be our battlefield! Honestly, any decent-size metropolis would do, but Kobe is near mountains and the ocean—very scenic. It’s an eye-catching location. And any festival needs vibes!”


    At this point, his eyes narrowed.


    “—And personally, I’m rather fond of the place. I’ve been here several times before today.”


    “……The logic behind the choice is irrelevant. Fine, it’s happening here,” Hurt said, glaring at the row of faces behind him. “And that does explain the mystery of why you’ve got the core members lined up like ducks in a gallery. They all came to Kobe to join your tournament.”


    “Exactly. I really am imposing on them to a tremendous degree. Seiryoin and Makurakotoba are both students and needed to transfer schools to participate!”


    “……Hmph, I’d imagine. Ain’t no Beliar in the world gonna sit back twiddling their thumbs when there’s a chance to be your chosen puppet,” Hurt spat. “If I weren’t reduced to this, I’d be kicking Hayakawa’s butt all the way here.”


    “—H-hang on!”


    At this juncture…


    A girl’s voice rang out above the conversation.


    Tougetsu Umidori finally broke her silence.


    “Mm? What is it, Umidori?” Mud Hat asked, mildly taken aback at her outburst. “Do you have a question?”


    “……………! Uh, um…so……!” she stammered, her voice shaking. “……So, uh, I—I feel like this isn’t something I can just let go unchallenged!”


    “Specifically?”


    “You’re making the Faction’s core members fight here in Kobe……”


    “I said so, yes. What about it?”


    “………I mean, um.” Umidori swallowed hard. “……I-if you do that, then won’t it totally mess up Kobe?”


    “Mostly likely, yes,” Mud Hat said, not skipping a beat. “No reason why it wouldn’t. The participants are no ordinary Beliars, but my pride and joy, the core members! Even if it was just the girls behind me lashing out, the casualties would be significant. The city will never be the same again.”


    “………How can you say that?” Umidori said, aghast. “W-we live here! If our town gets wrecked, that’s a huge problem!”


    “Yes, I imagine it would be. But why should I care?”


    “………Huh?”


    “Don’t get me wrong, Umidori. I’m not actively trying to ruin the lives of innocent people. If possible, I would always rather find a peaceful solution. I mean that from the bottom of my heart.”


    “……………”


    “—It’s just, in this case, if I don’t mess things up, my dream will never come true. That means I have to cut my losses. This city will just have to pay the price. It’s a shame, but Kobe’s citizens will just have to stifle their tears.”


    “…………?!”


    He sounded so unconcerned that it left Umidori blinking in confusion.


    “……? N-no, why should we have to do that for your benefit? That makes no sense—”


    “Umidori, best to leave it at that,” a girl beside her interrupted. “Nothing you say will get through to him.”


    “……Bullshit-chan,” Umidori gasped, turning toward her.


    Bullshit-chan was glaring at Mud Hat, a grim look on her face.


    “……Umidori, this man’s values are fundamentally disconnected from those of ordinary mortals,” she said, crackling with hostility. “Everyone alive is equally entitled to the pursuit of happiness. But that right carries with it an understanding that your pursuit must not thwart that of others. The vast majority of people in modern society live by this principle.


    “But not this man. Mud Hat’s idea of happiness inherently thwarts that of others. He views the inability to violate other people’s rights a violation of his own. That’s simply how he thinks. For that reason, he would never hesitate to mess things up for everyone else.”


    Bullshit-chan sighed dramatically.


    “Are you with me so far? This man is a societal evil, Umidori. His very existence is a threat to the public. That is why we must eliminate him before we hit the point of no return.”


    “……Hmm, ‘eliminate’? Quite a loaded word, Bullshit-chan,” Mud Hat said, appearing highly amused by her rant. “I see you’re absolutely hissing. Does the Mud Hat Cup rub you the wrong way?”


    “……How would it not? You know the answer, so don’t waste your breath.”


    Bullshit-chan’s tone remained frosty.


    “The only people into this idea are you and your comrades. And of all places, you had to decide to hold this ‘festival’ here in Kobe? Are you trying to pick a fight with me?”


    “Fight you? Hardly. Not in the least.” Mud Hat looked appalled. “I have no such intention. I would argue giving you prior warning like this proves the opposite.”


    “……Huh? How?”


    “Simple. You need merely evacuate the city until the Mud Hat Cup is over,” Mud Hat said, pleasantly. “Do so, and no matter how big a mess we cause, you will remain safe. Retreat to Umidori’s family home in Himeji, perhaps? I imagine the damage won’t reach that far.”


    “……………”


    “You need merely return to Kobe once the dust settles. I cannot begin to imagine what state the city will be in, but at the very least, I can assure that you will be safe.”


    “……………”


    “……Still.” He sighed, one rueful eye on Bullshit-chan’s silent glare. “Yes, I am aware; you would never pack up and run because I said so. Bullshit-chan, the whole reason you left the faction is because you could not tolerate ‘societal evils’ like us.”


    “……………”


    “Perhaps this goes without saying, but if you try to interfere, I will not stand for it.”


    The smile vanished from Mud Hat’s lips.


    “The Mud Hat Cup is my life goal and the life goal of all Mud Hat Faction members. And we will not tolerate any interference. We’ll eliminate anything and everything that stands in our way. Even if that is you, Bullshit-chan.”


    “…………The nerve,” she growled. “You have ‘no such intention,’ my ass. You knew full well how I’d respond, and you came to make a declaration of war. Your personality is one hundred percent spite, Mud Hat.”


    “……………”


    “……Fine, be that way. I’ll respond exactly the way you want me to.” Bullshit-chan took a deep breath, looking him right in the eye. “You’re on. I dunno if it’s a Mud Hat Cup or a Mud Hat Cap, but I’m not about to let you put on a festival of fuckery. We’re not tolerating you! It’s high time we passed sentence on all your core members. Every one of your manifest lies is going right down my gullet.”


    “……You think you can win?” Mud Hat asked, taking this seriously. “Against every last one of the Mud Hat Faction’s core members? Are you being serious?”


    “I am,” Bullshit-chan snapped. “I’m as serious as the day is long. I’m in it to win it. I don’t care how many core members you got or how well they work together. If I was still alone, I would get trampled on, for sure…”


    Here, her gaze turned to Umidori.


    “But as you’re well aware, I’ve got an ace up my sleeve: Tougetsu Umidori, master fallicider, the girl who cannot lie.”


    “…………”


    “We’re taking the fight you’re selling, Mud Hat.” Bullshit-chan snorted. “This means war! Winter is coming for your precious little faction. Prepare for the worst.”


    


    “……Ah, succinctly put,” Mud Hat said, nodding off-handedly. “I had a feeling you would say as much, Bullshit-chan.”


    “……………”


    “Honestly, it’s a shame we find ourselves in open conflict like this, yet the situation leaves us with no choice but to find out who really rules the roost.”


    “……………”


    “However, rest assured: We have no intention of causing you any harm. Not today, at least.”


    Finally, a reassuring smile returned to his lips.


    “Our sole purpose here is to announce the coming Mud Hat Cup. We may be mortal enemies tomorrow, but today, as I said not a few minutes ago, we are not yet in battle. And I am a man of my word.”


    “……Please, I wasn’t born yesterday,” Bullshit-chan scoffed. Then she asked, “So we’re free to leave?”


    “Why, of course.” Mud Hat nodded. “I’ve basically said all there was to say. You may do as you please.”


    “All right. Thanks ever so much,” Bullshit-chan drawled. Still looking grim, she turned to face Umidori. “So, ladies, let’s hit the road.”


    “…………Mm?” Umidori said, blinking at her.


    “Why are you just standing there, Umidori?” Bullshit-chan said, shaking her head. “No point in sticking around any longer. They say we can go, so let’s beat it before they change their minds. Feels like I’m turning tail and running from him, and that galls me, but…”


    “……From him,” Umidori echoed, her mind clearly elsewhere. Her gaze drifted to Bullshit-chan’s shoulder.


    Her eyes settled on the man in the mud hat and his ever-present placid smile.


    “—Wait just a cotton-picking minute, Bullshit-chan-san,” a new voice said.


    This girl was glaring in the same direction as Umidori.


    She had blue pigtails and appeared to be in the first year of junior high—Togari Tsukushigaoka.


    “You don’t get to settle things for all of us. I’m against it!”


    “……Huh?” Bullshit-chan turned toward her, startled. “Togari? Where’s this coming from? Against what?”


    “Why should we have to retreat here? That makes no sense! Why not just start the fight?!” Togari cried. “I’ve been standing here, holding my tongue, listening to you all blather on, but basically, this dude here is your mortal enemy, Mud Hat himself! Right?


    “I couldn’t give a shit about Bullshit-chan-san or her sordid history, so I wasn’t really paying that much attention, but your nemesis was foolish enough to show himself before you, and you’re just gonna go home without lifting a finger? What utter nonsense! If you take him down here and now, this whole thing’s done and dusted!”


    Togari had been watching Mud Hat like a hawk the whole time.


    “Perhaps it’s not realistic to target Mud Hat himself here…but we could certainly trim the number of minions he has. Target Kirara Seiryoin or the other core members, since they’re all here. They’ll be like sitting ducks.”


    “Writing implement, still your stupid tongue,” Hurt said, responding before Bullshit-chan could. “It’s clearly not in our best interests to attack here. The odds are too stacked against us.”


    “……Huh? What’s that, Hurt? You wussing out on us?”


    “I’m just being practical. Think! They’ve got three Beliars powerful enough to be core members!” Hurt sighed, aghast. “You remember how we barely managed to fend Seiryoin off on her own, right? Now we’re up against three times that threat! Do you really think we have a shot?”


    “……………Are you saying we don’t? How are we gonna know if we don’t try?”


    “Because it’s patently obvious. They’ll gang up on us and beat us into oblivion.”


    “……………”


    “If we’re gonna make any moves, it’ll have to be after this so-called Mud Hat Cup kicks off,” Hurt added, crossing her arms. “Once the fires of that conflict are raging, these Beliars are no longer comrades, but enemies vying for the crown. That means we’ll have a shot at picking them off one by one, or even getting the faction members to take each other out. Both scenarios work in our favor.”


    “O-oh, I get it!” Saladette cried, applauding. “Th-that does make sense! You’re the best at this stuff, Hurt!”


    “……Hmph, whatever. Not like I want to be.”


    “…………”


    ……but even as they spoke, Umidori remained totally out of it.


    Her brain simply refused to process the situation.


    ……The c-counselor is Mud Hat? He has a cup? Wh-what’s going on?


    —Tug, tug.


    “…………Mm?”


    A tug at the sleeve of her cat-ear hoodie pulled Umidori out of her spiraling thoughts.


    She turned to the source…


    …and found a blond girl attached to her sleeve.


    “……Seiryoin?”


    “Yes. It’s been ages, Umidori,” she said, earnestly. When had she moved over here? “Not since Golden Week, so nearly four months…but you really are wearing the most adorable hoodie today. I was rather taken aback when I first saw it.”


    “…………?”


    Cat-ear Umidori was rather perplexed by her method of engagement.


    “Er, um…”


    “……Don’t act so alarmed, Umidori. I’m not here to fight you,” Seiryoin whispered, one eye on her surroundings. “……Um, honestly, I’m as lost as you. No idea what to make of this.”


    “……Oh?”


    “I was not at all expecting to be throw into a war with you.” She sighed, peering up at Umidori’s expression. “Rather the opposite. I was honestly hoping we could be friends… Eep!”


    But that was where her speech ended.


    A hand had reached out from behind and yanked on Seiryoin’s arm, knocking her off balance.


    She fell flat on her ass.


    “Ow?!” she yelped, wincing and rubbing her backside. “Hey! Wh-what was that for?!”


    “………………”


    Another girl had knocked her down.


    A girl with emerald hair.


    She had the same hairstyle as Umidori herself. Her eyes were sleepy, and her lips were pursed. She was clutching a phone.


    “……………”


    “……Uh? Wh-what?” Umidori said with a gulp, baffled by her silent stare.


    “………………………Um,” the interloper said, slowly. “……Is it true you can’t lie?”


    


    “……………?!”


    Seiryoin’s eyes went wide in bewilderment.


    “……Huh?! HUH?! Sh-she spoke?!” Her lips flapped wordlessly for a moment, gaping. “M-Makurakotoba spoke?! I never!”


    “…………”


    Meanwhile, the other girl never once looked at Seiryoin.


    Her sleepy eyes saw only Umidori.


    “……Answer me,” this girl—Nemuri Makurakotoba—said again. “……You really can’t lie?”


    “………………Um?” But Umidori was too surprised by the question to manage a proper answer.


    “………Hey, Mamie,” she said, turning—fed up with waiting for Umidori. “……Can she really not lie?”


    “Er, uh…I wouldn’t know!” the woman in the black suit said, scratching her head. “I never heard of her before, so I can’t say for sure…but I did notice something.”


    “……? What?”


    “She’s got no fauxroma at all.”


    “……No fauxroma?” Makurakotoba tilted her head, a blank expression on her face. “……What does that mean? Is that even possible?”


    “Well, it sure surprised the shit outta me. Ain’t normally a thing. Even a routine little white lie will leave an odor behind.”


    “……………”


    Cockamamie Castle’s explanation provoked another lengthy silence.


    Lost in thought, Makurakotoba kept her eyes on Umidori.


    At last, she spoke.


    “……Mamie,” she said without looking at her lie. “……Can I ask a favor?”


    “—? A favor? Like what?”


    “……………I wanna take this girl home.”


    “……Take her home?” Cockamamie Castle echoed, tilting her head. “Home to where? The place we live?”


    “……………Mm-hmm.”


    “Why, though? What for?”


    “………”


    “……Uh, so you mean…I should kidnap her?” Cockamamie Castle said, scratching her cheek. “I mean, if that’s all, I gotcha covered. Piece of cake!”


    “……Really?” Makurakotoba’s deadpan finally cracked. “……Thanks, Mamie. You really are the best.”


    “Nah, it’s the least I could do! I’m your manager, Professor Sleepy!”


    “……………??”


    Umidori was just watching this skit play out, slack-jawed.


    “……Huh? K-kidnap?” she muttered. “Wh-what’s going on? Kidnap who……?”


    “Hold it right there, Makurakotoba,” a girl said, stepping in front of Umidori. It was Bullshit-chan. “What’s gotten into you? Who’s kidnapping who? I can’t let that pass unchallenged!”


    “……………”


    “I dunno if this is your idea of a joke, but you gotta watch what you say. Coming from you, ain’t nobody laughing.”


    “……………”


    Makurakotoba did not respond.


    She had gone right back to her original state of unresponsiveness. It was like she could not even see Bullshit-chan.


    “Yes, Bullshit-chan has a point, Makurakotoba.”


    That is when Kirara Seiryoin spoke up from behind Makurakotoba.


    “I’ve got no idea what you have in mind here, but you should think before you act. Or do you plan to go against Mud Hat’s intentions?”


    “……………”


    “Mud Hat just said he was only here to talk and would do no harm today. We should toe that line ourselves. Restrain yourself for the time being. If you have business with her, then on some other occasion—”


    “Oh, I don’t mind at all,” Mud Hat interrupted.


    “……Hrk?” Seiryoin spun around to face him, at a loss for words. “Huh? What?”


    “I said I don’t mind. If Makurakotoba wants to kidnap Umidori, she can go right ahead.” He smiled. “I have no intention of doing anything to Bullshit-chan myself today, but I wouldn’t dream of restraining any other faction members. No matter what Makurakotoba is inclined to do, I won’t lift a finger.”


    “……How can you say that, Mud Hat?” Seiryoin gasped, unable to believe her ears. “That logic doesn’t even—”


    “Love, I have to agree with the man.” A new voice cut her off.


    It was the silver-haired little girl, Shirobara.


    “Let Princess Nemuri do as she pleases. You hold your tongue, Kirara.”


    “…………Huh?” Seiryoin spun around to face her. “Grandma? Where’s this coming—”


    “That’s what I’d like to know. Kirara, why are you taking Umidori’s side?”


    “……………Huh?”


    “Huh, my foot! Were you planning on using her for some purpose of your own?” Shirobara asked, with a malicious grin. “Kirara, since when have you been scheming behind my back?”


    “………………!”


    That caught Seiryoin completely flat-footed and left her dumbstruck.


    Heedless of the mood around her, Makurakotoba took Umidori’s arm.


    “……There you have it.”


    “……Huh?”


    “……You’re coming with me.”


    “……?! Uh, no, um……!” Umidori yelped.


    Makurakotoba gave her arm a tug, and she staggered, but—


    “—Get your dirty hands off Tougetsu!”


    A shrill cry, and Makurakotoba’s hands were knocked aside.


    “You don’t get to touch a hair on Tougetsu’s head while I’m around! Over my dead body! You have no right!” Togari shrieked.


    She glared at Makurakotoba, her face twisted in fury.


    “How dare you even suggest abducting Tougetsu? Even if you were joking, that deserves the death penalty! You’ve got a lot of nerve!”


    “………What are you?” Makurakotoba asked. Reeling a bit from the screeching. “……Or who? Bullshit-chan’s friend?”


    “……Huh? Why would I be her friend?” Togari scoffed, snorting. “Very well, allow me to introduce myself. I am Togari Tsukushigaoka. Born from dirt, with both hands in the muck. I’m Tougetsu Umidori’s personal pencil!”


    “………………Huh?” Even Makurakotoba had to tilt her head at that one, though her eyes remained sleepy instead of going wide. “……Pencil?”


    “Yes, I’m a pencil! And I’m well sharpened! Anyone who dares harm Tougetsu is getting stabbed!” Togari crossed her arms, showing no signs of slowing down. “Point is, I dunno who you think you are, but if you’re coming after Tougetsu, you’ve gotta go through me! I’ll use my telepathy to blast your brain just like I did to Seiryoin the other—owww!”


    She did not manage to finish making her threat.


    Someone had flicked her on the forehead.


    The lady in the black suit—Cockamamie Castle—was standing right in front of her.


    “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen,” she said, grinning merrily. “Stabbings, brain blastings, who knows what— Anything that harms Professor Sleepy’s gonna get me off my feet. That’s my job.”


    “…………”


    Togari failed to respond to Cockamamie Castle.


    The whites of her eyes were showing.


    A waft of steam rose up from the mark on her forehead.


    She crumpled to the ground like a lifeless doll.


    “T-Togari?!” Saladette yelped, horrified. “H-hey! Why would you—urk!”


    She tried to lodge a protest, but Cockamamie Castle took advantage of the chaos to launch another forehead flick. Saladette, too, let out a screech and crumpled to the ground. Now there were two unconscious girls.


    “…………Huh? Huh?”


    Umidori was left blinking, unable to keep up with the whirlwind of events around her.


    Meanwhile, Cockamamie Castle awkwardly scratched her head, giving a wince.


    “Yeah, I am sorry ’bout this! Ain’t exactly my style to get rough with little kids. But my instincts were screaming that letting them be would be bad news. Had to take care of ’em lickety-split! Still, all I did was knock ’em out, so there won’t be lasting damage—”


    Before she could finish…


    “Woah!”


    …she just barely managed to block a roundhouse kick to her back.
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  “Yo, what the heck, Hurt? Attacking from my blind spot? That’s a coward’s move!”


  “…………Tch!” Hurt clicked her tongue, frustrated by her failed strike.


  She glanced down at Togari and Saladette.


  “……Dammit. You gave them both a concussion,” she growled. “Useless children—they were both nigh invincible when they were thought entities, but gaining bodies left them exposed to this!”


  “Ah-ha-ha! You always were a live wire, Hurt!” Cockamamie Castle said, apparently delighted. “My bad, though. Much as I’d love to stop and play a while, I gotta follow Professor Sleepy’s orders first and foremost.”


  With that, she let go of Hurt’s leg.


  And without a second’s delay, she grabbed Umidori and tucked her under her arm.


  “……Huh?” Only then did Umidori realize her predicament. “Er, um? What?”


  “Please, don’t try and struggle. I really don’t like having to hit girls,” Cockamamie Castle said brightly, holding her close. With her free hand, she’d already scooped up Nemuri Makurakotoba.


  “…………”


  —A girl under each arm, she took off.


  Not a jump—this was more like flight.


  She kicked off the ground and shot upward at tremendous speed to a height just over five yards. It was beyond the limits of what a human could manage.


  “U-Umidori?!”


  Only then did Bullshit-chan shriek. Cockamamie Castle shot over her head and landed on a nearby lamppost.


  “Ah-ha-ha-ha! Well, ladies, that’s my exit cue!” she cried.


  She looked down at Bullshit-chan, gave her a little wave, then bounded off across the park from lamppost to lamppost like a grasshopper.


  Hop, hop, hop.


  The lamppost hops took her right out of the park grounds.


  And out of sight.


  “N-noooooooooooooo!” Umidori’s scream faded into the distance.


  …… ……


  “……………A-are you kidding me?!” Bullshit-chan murmured, left stunned in their wake. She stared after Cockamamie Castle, unable to believe her eyes.


  “Tch, what now, kitty cat?” Hurt snarled. “They just swiped your lifeline!”


  “……………!”


  That snapped Bullshit-chan out of it. She spun toward Hurt.


  “……! W-we’ll have to give chase! What else?!” she yelled. “Collect Togari and Saladette, and run after them!”


  


  —A little later on.


  In a convenience store a long way from the park where the faction confrontation had gone down…


  “Mm? What’s this store’s problem?”


  Yoshino Nara, wearing street clothes, was muttering to herself in the manga magazine section.


  “They’ve got all their manga magazines taped up? You’ve gotta be kidding!”


  Her expression never wavered, but her voice sounded deeply sad. She picked up a magazine.


  “I was gonna take a reading break! How am I supposed to stand here and read like this?” Clearly, the store had raised her ire. “What a disaster. I suppose the store would argue that extended browsing without buying is a problem for them, and I can’t argue with that, but still!”


  Muttering to herself, she took the magazine to the register. She had abandoned the idea of treating the stand like a library and was willing to make this purchase.


  …………Hey, Yoshino.


  Just then—


  An anxious voice echoed from inside her body.


  ……Um, are you okay?


  “……Huh? Envy Sakura, why wouldn’t I be?” Nara paused, straight-faced but clearly rattled. “Was my muttering bothering you? Don’t worry, there’s no one else in the store, and the clerk’s in the back. There’s no one here to overhear.”


  …………Not what I meant.


  “……?”


  ……I mean, should you really be buying manga? You’re on your way to study for exams.


  Envy Sakura was clearly reluctant to point this out.


  Yoshino, you said this was just a few minutes break and you would go straight home after this to focus on exam prep.


  “…………”


  Plus, the whole idea was to go study at the library, but you couldn’t focus there, so you decided to go to your place. If you buy manga here, you’ll just wind up in the same boat. Yoshino, you know that once you start “a break’” you take forever to get back to what you were doing.


  “…………”


  ……I mean, don’t get me wrong. I don’t want you to study for exams. In my opinion, getting into college is a waste of time. Exams designed for average people cannot possibly evaluate how great you are.


  Just, remember you asked me to do this. “Call me out if I seem ready to give in to temptation.” “If you don’t, I’ll never manage to go the same college as Umidori.”


  “……Aghhhhhhh!” Nara wailed.


  She stomped her feet like a little kid (without breaking her deadpan expression).


  —?! Y-Yoshino?! What’s wrong?!


  “Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up! You sound like my mom!”


  Wailing, Nara glared down at herself.


  “Sorrrry! I’ve got a tofu brain that takes three-hour breaks! I know that without you constantly nagging me about it!”


  She was clearly barking up the wrong tree with this outburst, but she did put the manga magazine back on the shelf.


  “See? Satisfied, Envy Sakura?”


  ……W-wahh…


  Envy Sakura sounded ready to burst into tears.


  Y-you don’t have to yell at me, Yoshino…! You asked me to do this! I-it’s not fair!


  “……Hmph! Say what you will, I’m at the end of my rope!”


  Nara did not sound guilty.


  “I floated the question by Umidori, and she was just like, yeah, I’m going to this brutally hard school nobody can ever get into! Gimme a break! I’m gonna spend the entire next year on a studython, and I’m already dying inside!”


  She got a glimpse of her reflection in the store window.


  “……And I have to push through it. Going to the same school as her is not optional. I’ve gotta be there to watch over her and make sure she doesn’t get forced to join any weird clubs. No one else can do that for her!”


  Even as she muttered this…


  —Yoink!


  …someone grabbed her drooping arm from behind.


  “……………Huh?”


  Nara spun around.


  “Hahh, hahh, hahh, hahh……!”


  And found a panting girl.


  It was an eighteen-year-old girl, badly out of breath.


  A blond-haired, blue-eyed lady.


  “……Y-you’re Yoshino Nara, right?”


  “……Huh?” Nara did not bat an eye but made a confused sound. “……Um? Wh-who are you?”


  “……Wow, the intel was correct. Seeing you with my own eyes takes my breath away.” Still somewhat out of breath, the blond straightened herself up. “The hottest girl alive…you really do have the face to justify that claim. No wonder you’ve caught his eye.”


  “……Hang on, what’s this about?” Nara’s poker face had taken on a distinctly wary caste. “We’ve never met, right? How do you know my—”


  “I’m sorry, Nara. I am. But we don’t have time to chat,” the blond said, talking over her. “There’s a taxi waiting outside, so will you please join me? I’ll tell you everything on the way.”


  “……Huh? A taxi?”


  “Yes, a taxi. We have to hurry if you’re going to save Umidori from her kidnappers.”


  “……………HUH?!”


  Nara’s voice dropped an octave.


  “……Wait, what did you just say? Umidori’s been kidnapped?”


  “Yes, she has, Nara. Just a few minutes ago.”


  The blond girl’s tone was urgent.


  “Time is of the essence. I’m sure Bullshit-chan is racing to save her, too. We need to meet up with her.”


  “……………”


  “……Oh, I suppose I should at least introduce myself,” the blond said, brushing back her hair. “I am Kirara Seiryoin, a core member of the Mud Hat Faction, and one of your mortal enemies—but not tonight.


  “For reasons of my own, and for tonight alone, I am on your side. This is a rare occurrence, so be grateful.”


  
    

     5 Re: Bullshit-chan 5


    “……………Mm?”


    Ten years ago.


    A six-year-old girl woke up in a starkly empty room, not a single piece of furniture to be found.


    She had long, glossy black hair.


    “…………Um?” Sleepily rubbing her eyes, she looked around. “Where am I?”


    “—Ah, you’re awake.”


    In that instant—


    —a man’s voice came from right in front of her.


    “……Huh?”


    “Perfect timing. I was just about to wake you.”


    The voice belonged to a slender man in his early thirties.


    He wore an unusual hat the color of mud, and he sported a friendly smile. He looked down at the girl.


    “The sun’s going down, and if we take too long, your mother might start to worry.”


    “……?! Wh-wh-what?!” All sleepiness gone, the girl was instantly rattled. She tried to jump to her feet. “……?”


    Only then did she realize she was tied to a chair.


    She was sitting on it with her hands bound behind her back and a rope encircling both her and the chair.


    She could not even move, much less stand up.


    “Huh?! Huh?! Why?! Wh-what’s going on?!”


    “Heh-heh, please don’t struggle,” the mud-hatted man said, his tone as pleasant as the girl’s panic was powerful. “You won’t be getting out of that on your own, and we don’t want you knocking the chair over and hurting yourself.”


    “……………!” The girl looked back up at him, at a complete loss. “……?! Y-you’re the s-stranger danger guy!”


    She let out a cry of alarm.


    “Wh-what’s going on? Why am I here? I was going home!”


    “…………”


    “Wh-who are you?! This makes no sense! Let me go!”


    She was quite beside herself.


    “……Sorry, but I can’t do that,” the mud-hat man said, shaking his head. “But there’s no need for concern. I am not here to do anything scary.”


    “……[image: ]!!”


    That was not reassuring in the slightest.


    “……Is this a kidnapping? We’re poor, so we can’t afford a ransom.”


    “Kidnapping? Now you’re hurting my feelings.” The mud-hat man put on a sad frown. “Take a good look at my face. Do I look like I would stoop to anything that low?”


    “……! Th-then are you…a w-weirdo?”


    “…………”


    That phrase made him get even more serious. He put a chin to his hand, thinking long and hard.


    “……Hmm, that one is far harder to just outright deny.”


    “……Eek?!” The girl flinched. “N-nooo! Mommy! Help! Mommy!”


    “Ha-ha, that won’t help! No matter how much you scream, no one is coming to your aid.” The man grinned. “I chose this place well. No matter what we do here, no one will ever know about it. No one can interfere.”


    “…………………!”


    “……But enough joking around,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “It’s time I got to the point, Tougetsu Umidori.”


    “…………………Huh?”


    The girl froze up for a second.


    Her jaw dropped, and she blinked up at him.


    “……Um? Huh? H-how? You know my name?”


    “Indeed I do, Tougetsu Umidori,” the mud-hat man said. “Tougetsu is your given name, and Umidori is your family name. Your mother’s name is Mangetsu Umidori. Your birthday is April 1. Born and raised right here in Kobe. You’re in the first grade. All correct, yes?”


    “………………?!”


    “I know everything about you, Umidori, and I am neither a kidnapper nor a weirdo.”


    The mud-hat man took a breath.


    “I’m a doctor.”


    “……………Huh?”


    The girl’s eyes were dots.


    “………A-a doctor?”


    “Yes. I brought you here to help cure your condition.


    “Tougetsu Umidori, you have a problem: You cannot lie.”


    


    The sun was starting to get low in the sky.


    A taxi was driving down a road somewhere in Kobe.


    “……………”


    “……………”


    Two girls sat side by side in the back seat.


    One a blond, blue-eyed lady.


    The other, a stone-faced redhead.


    “……Um, driver,” Kirara Seiryoin said. “Turn right at the next corner.”


    She was addressing the taxi’s operator with a pleasant smile.


    “From there, you’ll go straight a while. The next turn will be to the left, and I’ll warn you just ahead of time.”


    “…………”


    Yoshino Nara was studying the girl’s profile intently.


    Not one muscle in her face ever moved, so it was hard to tell what she was thinking.


    “……………”


    “……You don’t need to watch me that closely, Nara.”


    And…


    Seiryoin responded without even looking at her.


    “Don’t worry, I’ll be paying the fare.”


    “……Mm?”


    That response didn’t break Nara’s expressionless face, but it did get a surprised noise from her.


    “Uh, come again?”


    “I mean, you’re a second-year.” Seiryoin was being oddly smug about this. “I’m a third-year! I’m a year older. I would never dream of making a younger person I just met pay.”


    “……………”


    Nara didn’t bat an eye, but she was clearly at a loss for words.


    “……Yeah, that was not at all my concern,” she managed to eventually say. “Okay, regroup. My head’s spinning; can we take this from the top?”


    “Take what from the top?”


    “First…you’re Kirara Seiryoin, yes?” Nara growled, glaring at her. “A core member of the Mud Hat Faction, the one who threw down with Umidori over Golden Week.”


    “Yes, I’m that Kirara Seiryoin, Yoshino Nara.” She nodded, smiling. “It seems she’s told you a few things about me. That does help.”


    “…………”


    “……And with that fact out of the way, I imagine the next thing on your mind is: How do I know about you?”


    “…………”


    “Yes, I imagine that would be puzzling,” Seiryoin said, as if it was obvious. “But, Nara, the answer is really quite simple. Just as you know a few things about me, I know a few about you. My info comes courtesy of Mud Hat himself.”


    “—Huh?”


    “Simply put, you were a candidate. He’d scouted you.”


    “……A candidate?”


    “Yes. Much like Kudo was.” Seiryoin turned to look at her. “You’re pretty famous within the faction. A fascinating Beliar living in a tiny Kobe neighborhood called Isuzunomiya. One powerful enough to instantly become a core member, should you join.”


    “……Yeah?”


    “Mud Hat has brought you up on several occasions. He described you thusly: This Beliar is unbelievably beautiful. One look at her face, and you’ll know it’s her.”


    Seiryoin shrugged.


    “But until I saw you myself, I found that hard to believe.”


    “……Okay, wait, I’m lost,” Nara murmured. “Mud Hat knew about me this whole time?”


    “Is that so strange? I would think it wholly expected. He has feelers out across Japan, collecting intel on Beliars all the time. He would hardly miss one as powerful as you.


    “And in junior high, you were with an agency! That brought you quite a bit of attention. Naturally, he had you marked. Convincing other models to get plastic surgery—that’s exactly the sort of tale he’s drawn to.”


    “…………?!” Nara gasped audibly, though her face didn’t show it. “……You’ve gotta be kidding me. You even know about that? But when we fought Hayakawa and Hurt back in April, neither woman knew anything about me.”


    “Well, no. Hurt never listens to anyone.”


    “…………”


    “Had she bothered remembering you, perhaps Bullshit-chan would not have managed to pull the rug out from under her…but there’s no use discussing that now. Let’s focus on Umidori.”


    “……Umidori?”


    “To be clear, Nara, she’s in very big trouble right now,” Seiryoin said gravely. “Time is of the essence. Bullshit-chan is doing what she can to resolve the situation, but I have to admit, she stands little chance of success. The foe in question is just that powerful.


    “So I used the power of my own lie to hastily track you down, Nara. You are Umidori’s greatest ally, and I knew you lived nearby. Perhaps it was a stroke of luck I happened to overhear the story of your summer tiff at the police station.”


    “……What are you talking about?”


    “We’ve got no time, so I’ll spare you those details. Focus on the task at hand, Nara.”


    Seiryoin looked Nara straight in the eye.


    “First, Umidori has been kidnapped by a lunatic known as Nemuri Makurakotoba.”


    …… …… ……


    “—Wh-what in the hell?!” Nara cried, once the briefing was over.


    Her voice was so loud that it echoed through the taxi cab.


    “Wh-who does this Nemuri Makurakotobitch think she is?! That fruit loop abducted Umidori?! She’s in deep shit!”


    “Yes, her very life is at risk,” Seiryoin said, every bit as intense. “All the core members are batshit, but Makurakotoba is far and away the most dangerous of them. She may look cute, but she has not gained a lick of the sense society demands of us all. She may well be a match for Hurt on the impossible to communicate with chart.”


    “……………!”


    “What on earth possessed her to kidnap Umidori? I was there, and yet I have not the faintest idea. But I am certain that if we do not rescue her quickly, Umidori could be in very serious danger.”


    She rubbed her brow, staring out the window.


    “Need I explain further? This taxi is taking us toward Nemuri Makurakotoba’s apartment.”


    “…………”


    “She normally lives in Aomori, but she recently rented out a monthly room here in Kobe. Her lie told me as much over lunch earlier today. Fortunately, she included the exact address.”


    “…………”


    “Naturally, if Bullshit-chan is in pursuit of her, she should arrive at that apartment as well. That’s why I plan to meet up with her. And once we do, we’ll force our way in—mmph?!”


    But then—


    Seiryoin’s stream of words was interrupted by a hand over her mouth.


    “……?!?!”


    “……Are you fucking with me?”


    That hand belonged to Nara.


    Glaring into Seiryoin’s eyes, her voice was a low hiss.


    “—If anything happens to Umidori, you know damn well I’ll be out for blood. Not just Makurakotoba’s, but yours as well!”


    “……[image: ]! W-wait, what for?!” Seiryoin batted her hand away. “Th-that hurt! Were you born in a barn?! You can’t just put people’s heads in a vise grip! I don’t believe this!”


    “……………”


    “A-and you’re clearly just lashing out! I didn’t kidnap Umidori—Makurakotoba did!”


    “……Hmph, we’ll see about that,” Nara grumbled, turning away. “At the very least, I find that logic unconvincing. To my eyes, you and this Nemuri Makurakotoba are cut from the same cloth. You’re both members of the Mud Hat Faction. And you’ve got priors—you kidnapped Umidori yourself on Golden Week.”


    “……! Th-that, I have to admit. But I just wanted to talk to her! I didn’t plan on keeping her or anything!” Seiryoin cried, indignantly. “Also, this has been bothering me for a while, but why are you speaking so casually to me?!”


    “……Huh? So what?”


    “I told you I’m a year older than you! Younger people use respectful language with their elders! That’s common sense!”


    “……………What are you even talking about?” Nara scoffed, shrugging. “So what if you’re older? I ain’t about to be polite to my enemies. And frankly, a single year is well within the margin of error. Only an idiot would throw their weight around about it.”


    “……! Why, I never!”


    “Plus, I really don’t trust you.”


    “……Mm?”


    “I mean, what you’re doing right now makes no sense.”


    Nara fixed her with a glare.


    “Why are you trying to save Umidori?” she asked. “Nemuri Makurakotoba is on your side. Taking me to her apartment is a betrayal. I haven’t got a clue why you’d go that far for Umidori.”


    “…………”


    This silenced Seiryoin.


    She studied Nara’s face for several seconds…


    ……and eventually averted her eyes.


    “……It’s not a good reason. Just mutually beneficial.”


    “Huh?”


    “Makurakotoba and I are not friends. We merely belong to the same group. Naturally, we don’t stand in open opposition…but that changes when we have something we cannot yield on.”


    “……And what is that?”


    “……This,” Seiryoin said, waving a hand. “If something happens to Umidori, I would be very upset. That girl is critical to my plans.”


    “……How so?”


    “……Well, it doesn’t matter now,” Seiryoin said, making a show of clearing her throat. “Let’s stick to the job before us, Nara. Like I said before, we’ve got very little time left before this taxi delivers us to the apartment in question. We must be as ready as we can be.


    “And to that end, may I ask you to tell me what your lie is?”


    “………………Huh?”


    “Your lie. What is it? You’re aware you’re a Beliar, so you must be cognizant of it,” Seiryoin said, peering into her eyes. “Even the Mud Hat Faction isn’t aware of the specifics; it’s not like you ever joined us. I’ll need you to fill me in on it as succinctly as you can.”


    “……Yeah, not happening,” Nara said. “Why would I do that? Why do you need to know?”


    “……I should think it obvious,” Seiryoin said, sighing. “We’re about to join forces, if only temporarily. We can’t exactly cooperate without showing our hands.”


    “……Showing our hands? Even though we’re normally enemies?”


    “It’s hardly a concern. I’m not going to do anything to you just because I learn what your lie is.” Seiryoin shrugged. “Consider it this way—does it even work against you if I know your lie?”


    “……………”


    Nara had to think long and hard on that.


    “……Yeah, when you put it that way, I can’t really see a downside.”


    “Exactly. There is none. If you’re convinced, share away,” Seiryoin insisted, clearly impatient. “We’re running out of time. Please, Nara. This is for Umidori.”


    “……Hmm.” Nara’s eyes darted back and forth for a few more seconds. “Well, if it’s for her…”


    


    “……Are you fucked in the head?”


    A few minutes later…


    Having heard Nara out, Seiryoin was genuinely flabbergasted.


    “……Huh? HUH? Seriously, that makes absolutely no sense,” she added, shaking her head. “You want to change everyone’s face? Eliminate the concept of appearances? And you believe this is a mission given to you by God?”


    “Exactly. That’s what I said,” Nara replied airily. “I became a Beliar to carry out that mission. I am obligated to distribute the most beautiful face in the world to young and old, men and women.”


    “…………”


    Nara spelling it out did not help Seiryoin comprehend it.


    “N-no, no, no, no, what sort of ideal is that? What would even put that notion in your head?”


    “It’s a simple fact that I am the hottest girl alive.” Nara shrugged. “I know that by looking in a mirror—no need to spell out the logic of it. My eyes, mouth, nose, and the structure of my face are all flawless. There is not a single thing with any room for improvement. No one in the world can match my beauty.


    “That’s why I avoid any expressions. Sadness or joy would simply degrade my impeccable perfection. And that would never do.”


    “……………”


    “……But your reaction is a sight for sore eyes,” she added, looking Seiryoin over. “It’s been quite some time since Umidori officially accepted my way of thinking back in April. Since then, we’ve gone up against any number of batshit crazy Beliars. I was actually starting to wonder if my ideas weren’t actually that odd. Apparently, that’s not the case.”


    “……No, far from it.” Seiryoin sighed. “I have scouted many a Beliar for the faction. Few of them are anywhere as nuts as you. I can see why you caught Mud Hat’s eye.”


    “Even if he had scouted me, I would never have joined your number,” Nara snorted. “Perhaps in junior high, but now I’m an advanced Beliar—I do choose the means to achieve my purposes. I would never borrow Mud Hat’s power. This mission is mine to carry out.”


    “……Your mission, yes. The thought of you succeeding is horrifying. Everyone in the world with the same face—that’s a genuine dystopia.”


    “Seiryoin, should that happen, you would have nothing to worry about.”


    “……How so?”


    “Even though you once abducted Umidori, I will not discriminate. I will distribute my beauty to you, as well. Never fear.”


    “…………HUH?!”


    Seiryoin blinked at her.


    “……What are you talking about? I don’t want your face!”


    “Ha-ha, please, Seiryoin. No need for modesty,” Nara said, generously. “You would be among the first I’d give this present to. It would be a dream come true for someone like you!”


    “………………?”


    “I’m certain of it. I mean, this face you have?” Nara studied her. “……Yes, it’s an 88. Maybe an 89, if you turn a blind eye to a few things.”


    “……Huh?!”


    “It’s a curious phenomenon. You’re reasonably good looking, which means you’re far more likely to be envious of my perfection.” Nara nodded thoughtfully. “I’m sure you are conscious of your own appearance, and thus all the more aware of how stark the advantage I have really is. When I was a model, all the kids who voluntarily got their faces done were in your range. That earned me the ire of my agency…”


    “……………”


    “Umidori may be the only beauty over a certain threshold who wasn’t envious of my good looks. Bullshit-chan and Togari are cute and all, but they’re not human to begin with.”


    “…………Hold on a minute,” Seiryoin said, cutting her off. Her voice quavered. “……89? I’m an 89?! Who says?!”


    She raised her voice, eyes wide.


    “H-how dare you drop me to the eighties! I am clearly in the mid-nineties! You take that back right now!”


    “……Ew, where’s this coming from?” Nara sighed, clearly put out. “By my standards, 89 is a pretty high score. Seiryoin, you’d put yourself in the mid-nineties, seriously? Talk about ego.”


    “……[image: ]?! Y-you are the last person—!”


    “……Besides, that hardly matters now.” Nara snorted. “Point is, that’s what my lie’s about. Your turn to share, yes?”


    “—Huh?”


    “Don’t give me that, Seiryoin. It’s your turn to share your lie. I told you mine, so it’s only fair.”


    “……My lie,” Seiryoin said, her temper cooling down.


    She seemed entirely taken aback.


    “You seriously thought this didn’t go both ways?” Nara asked, crossly. “If we’re working together, we need to know each other’s hands. That was your own logic, Seiryoin.”


    “……I did say that,” she admitted, looking rather dazed. “…………”


    “……What’s this, Seiryoin? Surely you’re not going to refuse to share at this stage of the proceedings?”


    “……………”


    “Seiryoin?”


    “……Right, I’m not going to do that.” Seiryoin sighed, listlessly shaking her head. “You have a point. It’s my turn. I always planned to do so, without your prompting. Just…”


    “Just what?”


    “……Sharing after all of that wounds my pride,” Seiryoin grumbled. “Simply put, my lie lacks punch. Compared to yours, at any rate.”


    “……Huh.”


    “After a story that crazy, I’ve got to share a modest aspiration…and it feels like I’m losing the lie-off. Which I’m against. I shouldn’t be letting younger girls outdo me in the dangerous thoughts department…”


    “……Yeah, I don’t care,” Nara hissed, clearly meaning every word. “Your pride is utterly irrelevant here. This isn’t a contest in the first place. They’re just lies! Hurry up and tell me yours. We’re out of time.”


    “……True, that much I can agree with.” Seiryoin nodded. “My personal feelings are beside the point. Our first priority is saving Umidori. I shall swallow my shame and unveil the content of my lie.”


    “……………”


    “To put it simply, Nara,” Seiryoin said, taking a deep breath. “I want to be rich.”


    “……Rich?”


    “Yes. A rather commonplace dream, isn’t?” Her voice took on a bitter note. “Commonplace and universal. Possibly one of the most frequently held dreams—anyone not hoping to get rich would be deemed the odd one out.”


    “……………”


    “People crave money. They want to rake in the yen and enhance their lives with it. Some may even make a game from earning more and enjoy the thrills of that.


    “Nearly everyone in all parts of society lives beneath the specter of money. I am no exception; merely one of that crowd. But perhaps my obsession is a mite stronger than average.”


    “……No, wait,” Nara cut her off. “You wanna be rich? That’s your lie, Seiryoin? That doesn’t even make sense!”


    Her deadpan look managed to convey confusion.


    “I mean, from what Umidori said, aren’t you already rich?”


    “……………”


    “Hell, you rolled up to Isuzunomiya in a limo over Golden Week. The interior was filled with fancy cups and glasses. She said so!”


    “……Don’t remind me.”


    “Huh?”


    “I’m afraid I must ask you not to mention it. I never wish to be reminded of that limo.”


    “……?”


    “……But your point has merit. The present day is another story; but before I was exiled by my family, I was rich.”


    “……Exiled?”


    “Still, Nara, even if I was still rich—does that really contradict what I’m saying?


    “There’s nothing stopping the already rich from trying to get even richer. Arguably, that is the majority of what the world’s wealthiest do. Obsession with earnings is exactly why they got loaded in the first place.”


    Seiryoin winced at her own line.


    “No need to overthink it, Nara. I was born into a rich family and was brought up wanting for nothing…but that alone was never quite enough. I became a Beliar to satiate my thirst. That’s all there is to it.”


    “……Right, not ‘quite’ enough, huh?” Nara deadpanned. The way she nodded suggested she was still confused. “How much are you after, specifically?”


    “Well,” Seiryoin said, considering this. “As a ballpark figure, perhaps 1.6 quadrillion dollars?”


    “………………Huh?”


    “1.6 quadrillion. Dollars, not yen. What, is the figure too large for you to convert in your mind?” Seiryoin asked airily. “In Japanese yen, that would be roughly 220 quadrillion.”


    “……That’s a lot!” Nara yelped, her brain finally catching up. “Uh, um? Quadrillion? That’s the one above trillion?”


    “Yes, an absolute minimal goal.” Seiryoin nodded. “I’m afraid I just won’t be satisfied with anything less.”


    “……………??”


    “……Heh-heh, don’t give me that look, Nara.


    “I mean, I just really, really, really, really, really, really, really love money. The one thing that controls our society.”


    Seiryoin’s face had taken on a rapturous expression.


    “Even I don’t get it. Why am I so obsessed with wealth? Why am I so drawn to it? This emotion is far beyond simple greed. And there was no post-congenital trigger for it; I’ve been like this from the moment I was born. My fixation with money is clearly of a fundamentally different nature than that of anyone else.


    “If I had to put a word to it…perhaps this is love.”


    “……Huh? Love?”


    “Yes, Nara. Money is the target of my affection. My ideal date is cold hard cash.”


    At this point, Seiryoin let out a titter.


    “Tee-hee-hee. But naturally, I wouldn’t actually date it. I merely love it that much. If I actually wanted romantic relations with money, I would be some sort of fiscalphiliac. So don’t misunderstand me: Any romantic prospects I have will be with actual humans.”


    “…………??”


    She was clearly joking, yet this just served to perplex Nara further. She blinked several times.


    “……? No, um, Seiryoin? I really don’t—”


    “Still, Nara,” Seiryoin pressed on. “Though I may love money as money, this love is tantamount to a romantic partner, so unlike your average person, there is one thing I cannot stand for.”


    “……And that would be?”


    “Infidelity.”


    Seiryoin’s voice dropped an octave.


    “I cannot bear to see money cheating on me.”


    “……………Uhngg?”


    “’Tis only natural. No woman alive would let their partner cheat on them.”


    There was a smile on her lips, but Seiryoin’s eyes were mirthless.


    “I’ve yet to actually date any men, but I’m very certain if they cheated on me even once, I would be forced to kill them. What greater betrayal?! I devote myself to them, yet they trample on those emotions.


    “—If I put it that way, Nara, I’m sure you understand the point I’m driving at.”


    “……? Nope, I’m not grasping a thing.”


    “I’m talking about wealth,” Seiryoin said, her lips jutting out. “Think about it, Nara. I love money more than anything, but money is out there cheating on me with everyone else! How am I supposed to abide that?!”


    “……………Huh?”


    “The mere thought makes my guts boil. This very instant, my beloved money is out there in the world, getting groped by so many other people. It’s the greatest of insults. To my mind, capitalist society is a living hell.”


    “…………”


    “If I put my fury in the modern vernacular, so that you might understand, perhaps I’m gatekeeper.”


    “……A gatekeeper?”


    “I love money, so I should be the only one who gets to have any. I don’t think anyone else deserves a single cent.”


    “…………??”


    “That’s what that 220 quadrillion yen figure means, Nara,” Seiryoin added, heedless to Nara’s mounting consternation. “I looked into it once, and that is the total sum of all the money in the world. At least an estimate—a lot of it is virtual these days. The exact figure is beside the point. What I’m trying to say is that I want to monopolize all of the money in the entire world. Is that clear enough?”


    “…………”


    “That’s why I was never content to be the Seiryoin heiress. Their wealth could never get me to my target figure.”


    “…………”


    “Most rich people accumulate money so that they might use it. But in my case, I want to be rich so that I can be rich. So that I might live my life without ever giving any cash to anyone else.”


    “………You really mean that, Seiryoin?” Nara said, breaking her silence. “You’re gatekeeping money? You want to be the only person who has any? What? What are you even talking about?”


    “……Yes, I do get your point, Nara.” Seiryoin sighed. “You’re implying that my dream can’t possibly come true, yes? There are two major impediments to it.”


    “…………There are?”


    “First, the question of whether it is even possible to monopolize all the money in the world. That is a thorny issue. At present, I have come up with no clear solutions to this concern.


    “……But honestly, I don’t find it particularly discouraging, either. As difficult a task as it might be, it is not physically impossible. Compared to the second problem, it is but a triviality.”


    Seiryoin hung her head.


    “The second problem is what happens after I make all the money mine.”


    “……After?”


    “Nara, consider this. Assuming I do manage to gather all the funds in the world and squirrel them away in my safe back home. That is what I’ve dreamed of. The very sight of it would give me such joy my heart would stop.”


    “……………”


    “……And yet, Nara, I can’t help but wonder. Would the money in that safe even be money?”


    “…………Uhng?”
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  “Is money even money if it is not spent?” Seiryoin asked, hanging her head. “The value of currency comes from the circulation of it, from the number of people making use of it. If it is all stuffed in a safe—out of the marketplace, out of circulation—then it is no longer money at all. At least, I would not consider it such.”


  “…………”


  “Ah-ha-ha. Hee-hee-hee. Har-har-har-har-har! Even I’m aware how bleak a dream this is. The impossibility of my aspirations is not physical but conceptual.


  “I cannot stomach the idea of anyone else having money. Yet I can only conceive of it as money if everyone else has some. I wish to gatekeep, yet unless I share, I can no longer sustain my love. A desperate contradiction.”


  “……………”


  “……That’s why I became a Beliar,” Seiryoin said, slowly raising her head. “It’s quite simple when you think about it. If I can’t stand other people having money and can’t stand other people not having money…


  “Then the only solution is for me to become everyone else.”


  “……HUH?!”


  “You knew that yes? Previously, I used the power of my lie to take control of Umidori’s body.” Seiryoin smiled. “The lie I told is to turn the whole of humanity into me, Kirara Seiryoin. Using Miser Clown’s powers, I can take control of anyone and everyone.”


  “…………So everyone will be you?” Nara echoed, stunned. “……What in the hell? How would that even work?”


  “All money in the world would be mine,” Seiryoin said. “I mean, the world would only have me in it. Logically speaking, everything adds up.


  “I work for myself, I pay myself a salary, I shop in the shops I own, I alone am the entire economy. Naturally, I would pay taxes, but I would also be the tax collector. And even if I failed to pay taxes, it would be me coming to confiscate my possessions.”


  “………………”


  The faster Seiryoin spoke, the more appalled Nara looked.


  She did not even realize how hard she’d gulped.


  “……I—I don’t get it,” she said at last, unable to express herself more eloquently. “I—I mean, I think I grasp what you’re saying. Barely. But I just don’t get it—or don’t want to. It’s far too insane.”


  “……Huh? Insane?” Seiryoin looked peeved. “You are the last person who can call me that, Nara. Some roundabout sarcasm? Since my lie is so much more ordinary than yours?”


  “……Y-yeah, it isn’t. I’m not being sarcastic in the slightest! I’m legitimately horrified!” Nara wailed insistently. “Nothing about this is remotely ordinary! How does this lack punch? You’re giving me goose bumps! What kind of life could possibly have driven you to an idea this batshit?!”


  “……Is it that crazy? Personally, I think it’s by far the most ordinary lie in the faction.” Seiryoin seemed genuinely puzzled. “I should add that when I say I’ll make the whole of humanity into myself, it won’t actually be everyone. Even if it’s for money, being the only person on earth would get rather lonely. I would leave a select few people who aren’t me in a special district.”


  “……A special district?”


  “I’m planning on building one, yes. I would let people who matter to me live there as themselves. Naturally, I wouldn’t let them have any money, so I’d be providing everything they need. Think of it as a human zoo just for me.”


  “……………”


  “……Oh! Perhaps I should let Umidori stay there!” Seiryoin clapped her hands as if she had just had a wonderful idea. “I mean, she’s really cute and genuinely fascinating. Perfect to sooth my troubled soul. She would be a good conversation partner once there’s almost no one else left but me.”


  “……………”


  “See, Nara? Do you see how ordinary I am now? It would be one thing if I were insisting I could handle being all alone in the world, but I’m willing to admit that would get lonely. A perfectly normal idea that proves how ordinary I am.”


  “……………”


  Nara appeared to have abandoned the notion of having a rational conversation with Seiryoin. She was simply marveling at her, as if she had encountered a curiosity.


  “……I see. You seemed like you had your head on straight, but you clearly belong in the Mud Hat Faction.”


  “No need for concern, Nara,” Seiryoin said, ignoring her whisper. “My lie is as I’ve said, but I won’t be making it come true any time soon. First, I have to remove the thorn in my side.”


  “……The thorn in your side?”


  “Yes, it’s barring my path. I’m quite ready for it to rot away,” Seiryoin growled, sounding quite vexed. “Honestly, the Mud Hat Cup is the last thing on my mind. Unless I can shake myself free of those old bones, I won’t be able to get started.”


  “……………?”


   


  “—Would that thorn be me, Kirara?”


  


  Screee!


  The taxi came to abrupt halt, brakes squealing.


  “Eeep!” Nara was flung forward, but her seat belt prevented her hitting her head on the seat ahead of her. Of course, her expressionless face never cracked. “Huh? What? Why?!”


  “—Uh-oh, sorry about that, love. Terrible driving.”


  The driver had addressed them.


  He was a white-haired man of maybe sixty.


  His hands still on the wheel, he had turned back to look at them.


  He wore a sinister smile.


  “I do have a license but haven’t driven in quite a while. My original body is a touch too tiny, so it’s ill-suited to the task.”


  “…………Huh?” Nara blinked, baffled by the driver’s behavior.


  “……………” Seiryoin, meanwhile, was studying him grimly.


  “……Still, dear, even for you, this is rather dodgy,” the driver said, looking right at her. “Kirara, love, you do know this is a cold-blooded betrayal?”


  “……………”


  “Princess Nemuri is one of your comrades! Revealing her location to an outsider is not something even a core member can be allowed to get away with.”


  “………………Grandmother,” Seiryoin said, glaring at the driver. “……Yes, I’m well aware. If I make a move this bold, you’re bound to grab my tail.”


  “Ho-ho! Don’t fret about it, Kirara. It’s not just you. No one alive could slip past my watchful eyes.” The driver grinned. “—Now then, I’ve captured the traitor, but what matters is my next move. How’s this about to play out?”


  “……………”


  “Normally, traitors would get purged, I’m sure. But I’ve never had a taste for that. It’s ever so dull.


  “All I want to do is get in your way, Kirara. You’re my granddaughter, the apple of my eye, yet here you are, skulking around in the shadows, up to no good. How’s a grandma supposed to let that pass unchallenged?”


  “……………”


  “Still, it was a shock. You’re so careful! If you’re making a reckless move like this, that Tougetsu Umidori must be very valuable.”


  “……Guess I’m not talking my way out of this one.” Seiryoin sighed. She turned to Nara. “There you have it, Nara. I’m afraid you’ll have to get out of the cab.”


  “……Hng?” Nara blinked back at her. “W-wait a second, Seiryoin. I’m completely lost. You know the cab driver?”


  “……Yes, I’m afraid so. To my considerable chagrin.” Seiryoin sighed, exasperated. “And I’m afraid I’ve been trapped in one of her little games. This is all the help I can give you. I’m ever so sorry.


  “But Makurakotoba’s apartment is just up ahead. If you run, you’ll be there in five minutes.”


  “…………Seiryoin,” Nara said, studying her face.


  Meeting her gaze, Seiryoin shrugged. “Go on, get. Your princess is waiting for her prince to arrive.”


  
    

     6 Re: Bullshit-chan 6


    Meanwhile…


    In a monthly apartment in Kobe.


    Tougetsu Umidori was sitting in a heap on the floor in the living room.


    “…………!”


    She was swiveling her head around, eyes darting this way and that. The cat ears on her hoodie kept bouncing. Despite how adorable this might appear to an onlooker, there was an ashen look on her face.


    “Wh-where am I? What’s going on?” she mumbled, looking ready to cry. But no one heard her words. She was alone in an oversize living room—at least, for the moment.


    —Click.


    Just then—


    The door opened, and a girl entered from the hall.


    “……………”


    “—Eep?!”


    One look at her, and Umidori let out a squeak.


    Long emerald hair, sleepy eyes—Nemuri Makurakotoba.


    “………………”


    As always, she spoke not a word, merely marched right up to Umidori.


    —In her arms was a pile of paper.


    “……………Hmm?”


    Umidori frowned at the sheaf, puzzled. This response seemed lost on Nemuri Makurakotoba, who simply stopped in front of her and plopped herself down on the floor.


    “………………Thanks for waiting,” she whispered.


    A voice like a tolling bell.


    Her face was as lifeless as ever, but for once, her eyes were locked on Umidori.


    “……?! Uh, um…so……!” Umidori squeaked, deeply unnerved. “……Ummm, why did you bring me here?”


    “…………”


    “F-first, who are you? You’re a core member of the Mud Hat Faction, right?”


    “…………”


    “Your lie grabbed me in the park…and the next thing I knew I was here! I’m so lost.”


    “…………”


    “………? Um, sorry, can you hear me?”


    “…………………”


    Makurakotoba showed no signs of answering.


    She was looking at Umidori, but she was not responding to a single thing she said.


    Without any change in her expression, the girl held out the sheaf of paper.


    “……………Here.”


    “……Um?” Umidori blinked, gaping down at it. “……Huh? Wh-what’s that for?”


    “……………Here.”


    “…………?”


    Makurakotoba just repeated herself, so despite her confusion, Umidori reached out and took the bundle.


    “………? What is it?”


    “……A novel.”


    “Huh?”


    “……It’s the manuscript for a novel I wrote,” Makurakotoba said, blearily. “……I printed it up for you to read.”


    “……………Oh?” Umidori said, clearly not getting it. “……Huh? Wait, what? You wrote a novel? This?”


    “………Mm, yes. It goes on sale the month after next.”


    “……? Sale?”


    “……Yes. My newest release,” Makurakotoba intoned. “……I’m a professional novelist.”


    “You are?!”


    “……I use a pen name. Napaholic.”


    “………………Nap…aholic?”


    “……My real name is Nemuri Makurakotoba.”


    She took a short breath.


    “……Makurakotoba is spelled with kanji, but Nemuri is spelled with katakana. I’m sixteen and in my first year of high school. I was born and raised in Aomori.”


    “…………”


    “……And you are?” the girl asked.


    “……Huh?” Umidori blinked, then snapped out of her stupor. “Oh, uh, right. I’m Tougetsu Umidori. ‘Tougetsu’ is spelled with the characters for east and moon, and ‘Umidori’ is spelled with the characters for sea and bird. I’m a high school second-year; also sixteen.”


    “……Heh, Tougetsu Umidori,” Makurakotoba said, chewing over the name. “That sounds like a pen name already. Neat.”


    “……You’re a writer? A real one?” Still fairly bewildered, Umidori looked down at the printout. “Oh, yeah. It does say ‘by Napaholic’ on it.”


    “……Umidori, have you heard that name before?”


    “……Huh?”


    “……You’ve never heard of me?”


    “………………! Uh, um, well.” Umidori got real shifty. “S-sorry. I’m not much of a reader.”


    “……No, that’s fine.” Makurakotoba shook her head. “……Actually, not knowing my reputation is better. Your judgment won’t be affected.”


    “……? Judgment?”


    “……Mm. Your thoughts.” Makurakotoba nodded. “Um, Umidori, you’re wondering why I brought you here, but I want to ask you for a favor.”


    “……Like what?”


    “……As I said, I want you to read my novel and tell me what you think.”


    “……………Huh?” Umidori blinked at her. “………What? That’s it? Just…give you a book report?”


    “……Yes. Can you do that?”


    “……? N-no, wait, wait.” After a beat, Umidori started shaking her head. “Wh-what? You kidnapped me just for that? Is this some kind of joke?”


    “……? I did. What’s wrong with that?”


    “……How do you not see the issue?”


    Makurakotoba seemed so clearly confused that Umidori was not sure what to do about it.


    “……N-none of this makes sense. I’m just a random laywoman! My opinion won’t do you any good,” Umidori said.


    “……………It won’t?” Makurakotoba’s brow twitched. “……That’s not true at all, Umidori.”


    “……Huh?”


    “I mean…you can’t lie.”


    She was looking at Umidori with uncharacteristic intensity.


    “……You can only say what you think. Am I right?”


    “……??” Umidori furrowed her brow. “……Uh, yeah. That’s definitely true.”


    “……Then fine. That’s why I decided to snatch you up.” Makurakotoba nodded. “I mean, to a novelist, a person who can’t lie is the ideal reader.”


    “……Really?”


    “……Heh, heh-heh-heh. I can’t wait. I’m so excited. I can’t wait to get feedback on my book from someone who can’t lie about it!”


    A smile had appeared on Makurakotoba’s lips—a virtually unprecedented expression.


    “……This is so scary. Utterly terrifying. Mortifying. Not once in my life have I been this worked up!” Makurakotoba said.


    “…………”


    Meanwhile, Umidori was just giving her a stunned stare.


    “……Uh, um, Makurakotoba, I still don’t really get it.”


    “……………I don’t need you to,” she said, her smile fading. “Umidori, you just have to read my novel and evaluate it. Nothing harder than that. All I want are your honest thoughts.”


    “……………? R-right…”


    Still unsure of herself, Umidori looked back at the pile of paper.


    “……So I just…read it and say what I think?”


    “……Mm-hmm.”


    “And if I do that, you’ll let me go home?”


    “…………? No, never.”


    “…………Huh?” Umidori froze up. “……Never?”


    “……Mm, never. You’ll be with me forever, Umidori.” Makurakotoba nodded, as if this was patently obvious. “I’m keeping you here. You’re my new pet.”


    “…………Pet?”


    “……I’ve written a lot of novels, and I’m going to write a lot more, and I want you to read them all and give me your thoughts on them.


    “You’re going to live with me from now one. Until we’re old and gray. Oh, don’t worry about money. My books sell pretty well. I can easily take care of you.”


    “…………”


    “……You’ll have to drop out of high school.” Makurakotoba’s eyes never left Umidori’s face. “Cut off all ties to family and friends. You won’t be going to college, getting a job, marrying, or having kids. You’ll spend your entire life reading my books. That’s what will make you happy. It’s already set in stone.”


    “……………!”


    Umidori gulped.


    Her face twitching, she stared back at her captor.


    “……Y-you mean that? Are you crazy?”


    “……? Crazy? No. Crazy people can’t write good novels,” Makurakotoba said, clearly baffled. She pointed at the sheaf in Umidori’s hands. “Go on, read it. The first of many. It’s one of my best. I’m sure you’ll love it.”


    


    “Haah, haah, haah, haah… I-I’m finally here…”


    Badly out of breath, Yoshino Nara made it to the door of the apartment building in question.


    The sun was getting quite low in the darkening sky. It was the border between evening and night.


    “……Um, this should be the building Seiryoin told me about,” she gasped, dabbing her brow with a handkerchief.


    She had run all the way here, but despite her fatigue, the muscles in her face never budged.


    “Is Bullshit-chan here yet?” she wondered, looking around. “Oh!”


    “……Mm?”


    Her eyes met a purple-haired woman by the entrance.


    She had a severe-looking face and was around twenty years of age.


    “Yikes, Hurt! You’re bad for the heart.”


    “……Yoshino Nara?” the woman—Hurt—said with a frown. “……What’s going on? Why are you here?”


    “Uh, yeah, I imagine that would be a mystery.” Nara nodded. “But we’re here for the same reason. A batshit Beliar lives here, and we’ve gotta save Umidori from her. Seiryoin filled me in.”


    “……She what?”


    “Um, let me start at the top.”


    …… …… ……


    “……Huh? That’s it?” was Hurt’s first response. “And you just ditched Seiryoin there and ran the rest of the way?”


    “Yeah, basically. Seiryoin told me to go!” Nara shrugged. “But I think she’ll be fine. Not that I had the slightest clue what was attacking her…”


    “……Hmm, from what you’ve said, it must be that yokai lady.”


    “Yokai? Come again?”


    “……Doesn’t matter now. No matter what sort of internal conflicts happen within the Mud Hat Faction, I’m not part of it.” Hurt snorted. “I don’t especially care what motivated Seiryoin to lend Tougetsu Umidori a hand, either. I’m sure she was up to some scheme or another.


    “Yoshino Nara, I take it you’re here to aid in the rescue?”


    “That I am, Hurt.” Nara nodded. “If Umidori’s in trouble, I’d fly to the far side of the globe to rescue her. Especially if we’re up against a core member of the Mud Hat Faction. I’ve only met you and Seiryoin so far, but it’s clear the people in his inner circle are all bad news.”


    With that, her gaze shifted past Hurt’s shoulder.


    “……So where’s Bullshit-chan?”


    “I ditched her,” said Hurt.


    “You did?”


    “More accurately, she’s still on her way,” Hurt spat. “That kitty cat is not exactly fleet of foot. She can’t keep up with my top speed. And the writing implement and vegetable oil have both been knocked out, so they’re no use at all.”


    “……Wait, what? So you’re running solo?”


    “That’s the long and the short of it. But the kitty cat was never any good in a fight, so her absence makes no difference.” Hurt looked up at the apartment building. “Still…why do I have to go out on a limb for Tougetsu Umidori? It was not an easy task tracking the fauxroma to this place. What a hassle!”


    “……………”


    “……Mm? What’s with that look, Yoshino Nara?”


    “……Nothing,” Nara said. “Just…you’ve turned into a massive tsundere.”


    “……Huh?!”


    “I mean, the fact is you made it here before anyone else did,” Nara added, scratching her cheek. “Seems like you really wanna save Umidori.”


    “……………Excuse me?!” Hurt’s glare went up a notch. “Say that again, I dare you!”


    “It’s an objective fact. To my eyes, anyway. And the more you grumble about it, the more tsundere you seem.”


    “…………!”


    Hurt was visibly quivering, trying not to blow her top.


    “……One more word from you and you die. I would never try to save Tougetsu Umidori if the kitty cat hadn’t ordered it! That is my sole motivation!”


    “……Mm-hmm. Okay. I get that part.”


    “Do you? Then never spout nonsense again. If I hear one more word like that from you—”


    ……But in the middle of her rant, Hurt suddenly clammed up. Her eyes darted to the apartment building door. “…………”


    “Hurt? What?”


    “Yoshino Nara. Get out Envy Sakura, now.”


    “Huh?”


    “No more time to chitchat. She’s come out to face us,” Hurt growled, eyes on the person standing in the doorway.


    A tall woman in a black suit.


    She had a brilliant smile on her lips, and her eyes were trained on the two of them.


    “Ah-ha-ha! Wazzup, Hurt! Been a few…minutes!”


    “………Who’s she?” Nara hissed.


    “Cockamamie Castle—Nemuri Makurakotoba’s lie,” Hurt said. “Like the name implies, her personality’s a pure joke, but as a foe, she’s anything but.”


    “……! Nemuri Makurakotoba’s lie!” Nara exclaimed, looking over the lady in the suit again.


    For her part, Cockamamie Castle seemed baffled by this sudden hostility.


    “Mm? I smelled fauxroma and popped my head out, but it ain’t just Hurt! There’s a stranger here, too? Welp, not like it makes a difference!” Cockamamie Castle said, cheerily. “Um, my bad, Hurt, and as yet unnamed hottie. I’m not up to date on whatever business brings you here, but I’m afraid Professor Sleepy’s awfully busy. You’re gonna have to turn back.”
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  “……We’d be happy to—if you fork over Tougetsu Umidori,” Hurt growled.


  “Ah-ha-ha! I was afraid of that!” Cockamamie Castle cried, laughing out loud. “It’s a real shame, Hurt, but that’s a no can do. Professor Sleepy’s taken a real shine to that girl! So I can’t exactly let either of you get near her!”


  “…………”


  “And if neither one of us is backing down…then we’ll just have to throw down!” With that cheery cry, Cockamamie Castle started cracking her knuckles. “We’re kinda in the public eye, so what say we take this elsewhere? I know a great spot! Come with me!”


  “……Well, Yoshino Nara,” Hurt said, turning to her. “To be clear, even with me and Envy Sakura tag teaming her, this is gonna be a tough fight. Cockamamie Castle won’t hold back, even against a defenseless human. You in?”


  “……Ha, that’s a stupid question, Hurt,” Nara snorted, not batting an eye. “We’ve gotta make short work of this chick, then kick in Nemuri Makurakotoba’s door. Just sit tight a minute longer, Umidori.”


  


  —Meanwhile, in a back alley some distance from the apartment in question.


  “Arghhh! Why is Hurt so damn fast?!” Bullshit-chan was running as fast as she could, wailing. “Or maybe it’s not that she’s fast, but that I’m just slow!”


  Her feet were making a pleasant patter as she ran, and she was going fast enough that her cat-ear hood had fallen off her head.


  But that was well within the parameters of a human girl’s run—nothing as superhuman as what Hurt or Cockamamie Castle could manage. Naturally, she was not slacking off; this was as fast as Bullshit-chan could manage.


  “……Ah!”


  Here, Bullshit-chan pulled up short. Unable to handle the sudden inertia, she stumbled another few steps.


  “Whoa!”


  Windmilling her arms for balance, she pulled out her phone.


  “……! Oh my god! How did I not think of this?!”


  She tapped the screen a few times, pulling up the missed call.


  The number showed Nara’s name.


  “If we’re going to war with Makurakotoba, we need Nara’s help! And I didn’t even think of it…”


  Scowling down at the screen, she swore under breath.


  “Get it together, Bullshit-chan. Too many surprises at once; you’ve lost your head! Cool off!”


  Muttering to herself, she did not call back right away. First, she looked around, catching her breath.


  “Hoo. Haah. Hoo. Calm down, girl. You’re okay. This is hardly even a crisis!


  “……I mean, it’s a crisis. You let them snatch Umidori from right under your nose, and that’s a major failure. But don’t dwell on that now! What matters is finding a way to fix things!”


  Even as she monologued, Bullshit-chan gazed at the building in front of her.


  A high-rise apartment.


  “……The fauxroma up there is crazy. There are way more than just one or two lies here—this is the jackpot,” Bullshit-chan hissed, glaring up at the building.


  “I hope you’re okay, Umidori,” she added, anxiously. “Since I’m still alive, I’ve got nothing to worry about…but I’m still nervous! I’ve gotta save her from Makurakotoba’s clutches ASAP!”


  She slapped her own cheeks, trying to quash her anxiety.


  Just as she attempted to call Nara back, however…


  “—Ha-ha, you’re in quite a tizzy, Bullshit-chan.”


  “…………Huh?”


  A voice from behind made her freeze.


  She spun around to face it.


  “……………?!”


  “I really am touched to see how desperate you are to help her!”


  “………You’ve got lousy taste, Mud Hat.”


  Two people stood there.


  One a silver-haired child, looking put out.


  And the other, a man in a mud-colored hat, smirking.


  “Bullshit-chan, are you that worried about Umidori?” the man asked, amused. “I imagine you would be. After all, she’s your liar!”


  


  This was ten years ago.


  “—And so no matter which doctor you saw, none of them could cure your inability to lie!” Young Mud Hat was making a speech to the unfurnished room. “Thus, you are still tormented by your condition. Am I right so far?”


  “……………”


  Little Umidori was tied to a chair, gaping up at him.


  “Mm? What’s wrong, Umidori?” he asked gently. “Was part of that too florid for you to follow? I must apologize. I am not accustomed to speaking to first graders.”


  “…………I—I don’t know what you mean,” she said at last. “None of this makes sense. None! No sense whatsoever! Why does some weirdo know all this about me?”


  “Ha-ha! That’s simple. I’m the doctor who can cure you.” Mud Hat smiled. “And it’s a doctor’s job to know a lot about their patients.”


  “………! D-don’t be silly! Real doctors don’t kidnap children!”


  “……Hmm. You have a point there. Still, this is how I examine patients.”


  “……Huh?”


  “Let’s put the details aside for now. What matters most is your condition, Umidori.”


  Mud Hat leaned in, inspecting her expression.


  “Umidori, let me get straight to the point. Do you want to lie?”


  “……Um?”


  “If you simply desire it, my power can cure your condition.”


  “……………?”


  Umidori blinked her little eyes an awful lot.


  “……Y-you really mean that? You can cure what’s wrong with me?”


  “I can. That’s why I’ve kidnapped you! Not being able to lie has made you suffer, and I want you to be happy.”


  “……………??”


  “……You don’t seem pleased. I really thought that would cheer you up,” said Mud Hat.


  “……I-it doesn’t make any sense!” Little Umidori shook her head really hard. “F-first, I don’t even know you! Second, you’re a criminal! A bad guy! ………A-and you can’t really do it! No one can cure me!”


  “……You don’t think I can?” Mud Hat said, his grin growing sinister. “Well, I suppose it isn’t easily believed. But forget can and can’t, Umidori—and tell me what you want.”


  “……………Um?”


  “Do you want to be cured? Do you want to lie?”


  “…………”


  “Mm? Well?”


  “……Y-yeah, I’d like to be better,” Umidori said, hesitantly. “Why would I not want that?”


  “Vehement feelings!” Mud Hat nodded. “And why is that?”


  “……N-not lying is really hard. I can’t make friends. It’s not just my classmates I don’t get along with—even the teachers don’t like me.”


  “Even the teachers? That is rough.”


  “……W-we worked out I couldn’t lie when I was only three. I don’t really remember it. Nobody knows why I can’t lie, which is also creepy.”


  “True. Not knowing the reasons for things can be most unsettling.”


  “……………But the biggest problem is…,” Umidori said, looking gloomy. “……I make things hard for Mommy.”


  “……Hmm. Your mother…Mangetsu Umidori. How do you make things hard for her?”


  “……I-I’m her daughter, so if I’m ‘strange,’ then they think she is, too.” Umidori’s voice was barely audible. “O-our neighbors already think she’s g-got ‘bats in the belfry.’”


  “Oh my, Umidori. Belfry? That’s hard word for a six-year-old. Your neighbors said that?”


  “……! B-but she hasn’t got any bats! Mom’s not weird at all! Maybe there are a few unusual things about her…but I really love her!”


  “……………”


  “S-so I want to be the one person on her side. E-even if they make fun of her all the time in class. Whenever they do, you know what I tell them? ‘My Mommy’s younger than yours, and way prettier!’”


  “Ha-ha, that would make it hard to make friends.”


  “……B-but Mommy’s really worried about why I don’t have friends,” Umidori said, her little shoulders quivering. “But since I can’t lie, I can’t make friends…and can’t d-do anything to reassure her. I always, always…f-feel so sorry about that…”


  “……I see, I see. You’re a good girl who cares about her mother.” Mud Hat sounded touched. “You don’t want to lie for your own benefit, but to reassure your mother. That’s wonderful. Few children your age could prioritize their parents like that.”


  “……………”


  “Perhaps your mother is a little different from other people, but the love she’s given her daughter is clearly real. Otherwise, she would never have earned such devotion from you.


  “And because you had a good mother, you’ve grown up strong of spirit, forthright. Few little girls are able to be this considerate of other people.”


  He said all this in a very nice voice—but then his smile vanished.


  “……I mean it. Things went exactly as I’d hoped. A triumph of child-rearing.”


  “…………Mm?”


  “—Heh-heh. Yes, Umidori, from what you’ve told me, I can tell exactly why not lying is such a burden on you.


   


  “But all of that was a lie.”


   


  “……………Huh?”


  The emotion drained from Little Umidori’s face.


  No trace of fear, caution, or even excitement.


  She just gave the man a long, serious stare.


  “What’s the matter, Umidori? Did you not understand me?” Mud Hat asked, ever so nicely. “I’m saying that your condition, your inability to lie, is itself a complete fabrication. It’s not that you can’t lie—you merely pretend that you can’t. You’re pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes. Right?”


  “…………”


  “No wonder every doctor you saw couldn’t find a cause. It was all a lie. You never had a condition in the first place!”


  “…………”


  “……Perhaps it’s not very nice to call it a lie,” Mud Hat said, frowning thoughtfully. “It’s more your way of sucking up to that mother of yours.”


  “…………………?!”


  “I mean, Umidori, every night your mother tells you, ‘Liars are awful people.’ ‘My misery is all because that devil lied to me.’ ‘This is your father’s fault.’ ‘So don’t ever lie to me.’ ‘Please, Tougetsu, you alone must never tell a lie.’”


  “…………”


  Mud Hat was almost singing each phrase, and Umidori’s eyes opened wide with shock.


  “……………Wait, how do you…?”


  “Heh-heh. Your mother’s words are a curse. They must have been terrifying for you, Umidori.”


  Mud Hat kept piling it on.


  “I mean, you love your mother so much. You wouldn’t want to be the thing she hated most. If you were a liar, then she wouldn’t love you anymore.”


  “…………”


  “You poor thing. You can’t be at all certain you won’t become a liar and turn your mother against you. After all, half your body was made by that lying devil!”


  “…………”


  “You were still very young, so I’m not sure how well you really understood it, but you first got an inkling when you were only three.


  “That’s why you decided to lie. So your mother would keep on loving you. So you wouldn’t become the kind of liar she hates so much.”


  “—Th-that’s not true!” Umidori yelled, unable to stop herself. “It’s not true, it’s not true, it’s not true!”


  “……What isn’t true?”


  “I-I’m not lying! I really…can’t lie…!” She looked ready to cry. “I can only say what I think! It’s a condition! How is that a lie? I can’t lie at all!”


  “……Are you sure you want to say that, Umidori?”


  “……Huh?”


  “If she finds out you’re lying, your mother really won’t love you anymore.”


  “…………?!” That made Umidori flinch visibly. “…………Ah, augh, argh!”


  “Your mother would be so sad. Her angelic child who can’t lie. Tougetsu, who she believed was nothing like her father. Yet all this time, that child was deceiving her. She was just a filthy little liar all along.”


  “…………”


  “I bet she would never recover from the shock. And you know what she’d think? I knew it. Half of Tougetsu’s blood is from that horrible man.”


  “…………Urghhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”


  Drip, drip, drip.


  This proved too much for Umidori, and tears started flowing.


  The flood poured down her cheeks onto the floor.


  “………No! I don’t want that! Never! Not ever!”


  “…………”


  “I-I’m Mommy’s daughter! I’m not like that mean man who hurt her!”


  “…………”


  As she sniveled, Mud Hat watched her gravely.


  Then he spoke, slowly.


  “—I could help.”


  “……Huh?”


  Umidori raised her head at this.


  Mud Hat smiled like a saint.


  “I can make it so your mother will never turn on you. My power makes that simple.”


  “………………Huh?”


  Umidori blinked several times.


  “……Wh-what do you mean? You can’t—”


  “Oh, but I can.”


  Mud Hat sounded very confident.


   


  “You just have to make your lie real.”


  


  “Whew, that settles that.”


  Later…


  Mud Hat was walking alone through the evening streets.


  It was the same road where he had called out to six-year-old Umidori on her way home from school.


  “Everything’s going well so far. For the next few years, I’ll wait and see… Mm?”


  He drew to a stop, mid-mutter. Someone had appeared before him.


  A silver-haired little girl.


  “…………”


  Her arms were folded, and she was silently looking up at him.


  She clearly had something on her mind.


  “If it isn’t Shirobara,” he said, with his usual fishy smile. “Were you waiting for me? You shouldn’t have. Sorry it took so long! My chat with her was just such a delight.”


  “……………”


  “You were a great help earlier. If you hadn’t taken over her mind, I might well have been reported as a suspicious stranger.”


  “…………Mud Hat,” Shirobara said, ignoring him. “You owe me an explanation.”


  “……………”


  “I’ve helped you this far, so I have a right to know more. As it is, I know so little that I can’t bring myself to leave.”


  “……I suppose so.” Mud Hat nodded. “I intended to fill you in the moment I asked for your aid. Go on, ask anything. What confuses you?”


  “……All right,” Shirobara said, considering things. “First, I suppose I should ask about that little brunette. No use mincing words—she’s your daughter?”


  “…………” That made Mud Hat wince. “Ha-ha, now, now, Shirobara, what are you talking about? That’s not even funny.”


  “……I wasn’t joking.”


  “Is there even the slightest resemblance?” Mud Hat said, tapping his own face. “I am hardly that adorable. You know that, Shirobara. I’m quite sure no one else would compare our faces and suspect any relationship. We’re just that dissimilar.”


  “……Fair enough.” Shirobara nodded. “So you insist she’s not yours, then?”


  “Yes, not genetically. By other definitions, I can’t quite say the same.”


  “……………Huh?”


  “—Shirobara, for a long time now, I’ve been dying to do a little experiment.” Mud Hat grinned. “Stick a little contradiction into the world of lies. Just to see what happens.”


  “……What are you on about?”


  “Heh-heh. Don’t you get it? I thought you, of all people, would pick up on it. I first noticed it several years back.”


  “……………??”


  “Not that there was any specific trigger. I put the Mud Hat Faction together, and a few years later, as I gave one Beliar after another a little push… While I was in the throes of that delightful life, I started to wonder.


  “What would happen if there was a Beliar who couldn’t lie?”


  “……A Beliar…who can’t lie?” Shirobara echoed, lost. “What does that even mean?”


  “It means what it means.” Mud Hat shrugged. “You know better than anyone that when a Beliar tells a lie, they can falsify the world as they see fit. But if they stop lying, the world goes back the way it was. That is the one presiding principle upon which the world of lies operates.


  “But what if…there was a Beliar who couldn’t lie? Doesn’t that directly contradict that very principle?”


  “……………Hng?” Shirobara was just getting more confused. “Wait, wait. What are we even talking about? A Beliar who can’t lie? Does such a person even exist? It’s inherently contradictory! Beliars become Beliars by telling lies! Someone who can’t lie could never be one.”


  “Really? I don’t think that’s true.”


  “What?”


  “Certainly, it wouldn’t happen under ordinary circumstances. But it isn’t physically impossible. After all, in the world lies…nothing is.”


  Mud Hat spoke like he was trying to talk sense into Shirobara.


  “Consider it this way. What if a Beliar who couldn’t lie did exist? What sort of lie would they have to tell to get that way?”


  “………………”


  Shirobara had to think about that one.


  But she was no longer confused.


  Clearly, his last line had made everything fall in place.


  “……‘I can’t lie!’?” she asked, at last. “Ah. If you told a lie like that, then they couldn’t lie again. A manifest lie will make anything come true. Even if that is a desire to never tell a falsehood again—that would be no exception.”


  “Precisely. Well done, Shirobara. You are quick on the uptake.”


  “……I get that much. But assuming such a Beliar existed, what would happen then?” she asked, frowning up at him. “No matter the lie, a Beliar who could not tell lies would not remain a Beliar. That much would never change. Most would assume that the moment they became a Beliar, they would cease to be one. Do you disagree?”


  “Yes, well…I think most people would agree with you.” Mud Hat nodded. “But I concluded otherwise. Or rather…I thought it would be fun if it didn’t work that way.


  “Ultimately, merely thinking about it doesn’t prove a thing. I decided to perform an experiment and find out for myself.”


  “……………”


  “The main impediment is that a Beliar like that would not naturally occur, for obvious reasons. Ordinarily, one’s circumstances wouldn’t lead them to lie about not being able to lie. Even within the Mud Hat Faction, you’ll find no lies that bizarre.”


  “…………”


  “So I decided to cultivate this Beliar myself. Which is easier said than done. I may have a preternatural talent for hypnosis, but all that really does is push people down the paths they’re already on. I cannot make someone into a Beliar that they were not meant to be.”


  “……So you had to find someone on that path already,” Shirobara said, getting ahead of him. “And you used that girl’s parents to that purpose?”


  “……Heh-heh, yes, once I’ve told you this much, it’s rather obvious.” Mud Hat shrugged. “It didn’t have to be that couple in particular. Any mentally unstable woman prone to leaping to conclusions would do, as would any shallow, indifferent, immoral man who would take advantage of her weakness. I don’t even need to couple them up myself—you’ll find them together anywhere you look.”


  “…………”


  “The job itself was almost tediously easy. He was just playing with fire, but a little nudge—and that turned into a terrible mistake.


  “As I expected, Mangetsu Umidori was scarred for life and developed a vendetta against liars. She became convinced it was lies that had ruined her life. And she implanted that belief in her daughter, too.”


  “…………”


  “Everything went so smoothly that it was almost frightening. Seeing how Tougetsu Umidori has turned out gives me goose bumps! I don’t know how to thank Mangetsu Umidori for raising her daughter so perfectly.”


  “……Yeah, it sounds too good to be true,” Shirobara said. “Prodding that initial couple, I can see. But the woman’s grudge against liars, and implanting that belief in her daughter—that’s some wild luck. I don’t know the specifics, but I’d imagine at best one out of a hundred attempts would go the way you hoped.”


  “Yes, about that many,” Mud Hat said, nodding. “That’s why I needed a lot of mothers.”


  “……………Huh?”


  “Oh? Shirobara, did you think Mangetsu Umidori was the only woman whose life I ruined?” Mud Hat seemed rather amused. “Please, I am not nearly that optimistic. Tougetsu Umidori is a nigh miraculous outcome. The plan was always to conquer with volume.”


  “……………”


  “Like I said, I don’t even need to put the couple together. They are everywhere, all over the world.”


  “…………Mm-hmm.” Shirobara nodded, sighing. “I get you. If all that’s true, then you’re absolutely not her father.


  “But, Mud Hat—given all you’ve told me, I gotta say this.”


  “……? What?”


  “You’re a piece of shit,” Shirobara growled. “I’ve known that for a while, so no use saying it now, but even by that standard, this escapade of yours crosses the line. How many women’s lives did you ruin for this stupid experiment? Do you really feel no trace of guilt about it?”


  “…………” Mud Hat merely smiled, offering no answers.


  “……Well, since I’m rolling with you, I ain’t one to talk.” Shirobara sighed. “So? Seems like this phase of the experiment’s a success. What are you hoping will happen next? I imagine you’ve got a broad-strokes projection.”


  “……A projection? I suppose I do,” Mud Hat said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Pure speculation, of course, but there is one thing I can say at this stage.


  “First, the lie born today…she likely has a power quite unlike any other lie around.”


  “……And what would that be?”


  “She can consume lies.”


  “……Huh?” Shirobara blinked at him. “You mean…eat them?”


  “Precisely. Just as we humans dine on other creatures,” Mud Hat smiled. “Mind, this is merely a logical conclusion. Her master can’t lie, so she can’t supply her with energy—that was set in stone from the start. So it’s not at all strange she was given a new function to make up for it.”


  “……Reasonable. Otherwise, this lie wouldn’t be long for this world.” Shirobara nodded, convinced. “Still, a lie that feeds on other lies… I’ve never heard of anything like that.”


  “Second, this lie is likely uniquely afraid of dying,” Mud Hat added. For a man who insisted he was merely speculating, he sure seemed convinced. “Lies ordinarily have no survival instincts, but without them, this lie would not be sufficiently motivated to consume her own kind. Fundamentally, she works much like we humans do.”


  “……Hmm, a lie that fears death and has to eat to go on living. That is a very human lie.”


  “But the primary difference: This lie is not keeping herself alive for her own benefit. She’s doing this to bring misfortune to her liar.


  “As long as this lie lives, her liar will be unable to lie. She’ll ensure her Beliar remains miserable. No matter how horrible that is, nothing can change that system. That is the purpose for which this lie was born.”


  “…………”


  “I imagine the Beliar has absolutely no memory of telling a lie at all. Naturally, as a result, her life to come will be a living hell. But no matter how much she suffers, lies will never return to her, as long as her lie still lives.”


  “……………”


  “As for the lie, no matter how bad she feels for her Beliar, no matter how much she curses her own lot in life, she will never take her own life. She doesn’t have the capacity. She will go on clinging to life, all on her own, with no one to protect her.”


  “……Wait, Mud Hat,” Shirobara interrupted. “What you’ve said is logically sound, but if you’ve mapped it out that specifically, then why do the experiment in the first place?”


  “……Huh?”


  “What’s the fun in an outcome you see coming? Or are you the type to pat yourself on the back when you’re proven right?”


  “……Um, you’ve lost me, Shirobara,” Mud Hat said, shaking his head. “What I’m after is what happens beyond that.”


  “…………?”


  “Aren’t you curious? Tougetsu Umidori has been robbed of the capacity to lie. Today, she gave birth to a lie. These two will lead lives unlike any other—as bizarre as they are uncanny. That is why I wish to see where it takes them.”


  He had never sounded so enthusiastic.


  “Where are they headed? What answers will their fates lead them to? I cannot wait to witness it with my own eyes.”


  
    

     7 Re: Bullshit-chan 7


    “She is a magnificent Beliar,” Mud Hat said, glancing up at the apartment building. “Yoshino Nara… Naturally, I’ve had my eye on her since she was in junior high. But she is far more appealing now. Her foibles are intact, yet she possesses a social consciousness unthinkable in your ordinary Beliar.”


    He was talking more to himself than anyone else, a rapturous look in his eyes.


    “Social outcast Beliars like Makurakotoba are delightful in their own right, but I have to give credit to the odd birds like Nara, too. She’s made a dramatic transformation over the last year, and I cannot wait to see where these changes take her next.”


    “……………”


    As Mud Hat rattled on, Bullshit-chan stared silently up at him.


    It was more of a glare, really.


    Her usual impish grin was nowhere to be found.


    “……Mud Hat,” Shirobara grumbled, standing beside him with arms crossed. “Let me make this clear: I’m not up for any fisticuffs. Most of my resources are diverted to my game with Kirara, and I can’t really focus on this side of things. Naturally, if any harm should come your way, I’ll do what a bodyguard should.”


    “Oh, there’s no need for concern, Shirobara,” Mud Hat said, shaking his head. “I really am just here to have a chat with her. There’s no way this will end in combat.”


    “……Chat about what?” Bullshit-chan growled. “Even if you actually mean that, I have no such intentions.”


    “Ha-ha! You aren’t mincing words, Bullshit-chan.” He winced. “But there’s no need for such hostility—here I am, a father meeting his daughters.”


    “……………Huh?”


    Her tone grew razor sharp.


    She stared at him in rank disbelief.


    “……Did I hear you correctly? Father? Father, my ass!”


    “Oh, I meant it,” Mud Hat grinned. “Certainly, on a biological level, I am unrelated. You and I aren’t even the same species! But functionally speaking, you and Umidori are my daughters. After all, if it weren’t for me, neither one of you would have been born at all.”


    “……I cannot fathom how you even dream up this nonsense. Are you even human?” she hissed.


    “Yes, for all intents and purposes.” He shrugged, his bemused air unruffled. “But that’s beside the point, so let me get down to brass tacks.


    “Bullshit-chan, this may be my last chance to ask: Why did you actually betray us?”


    “…………Huh?”


    “I really want to know. I’ve given it considerable thought, but I just can’t figure out the logic.” Mud Hat shrugged again. “At the very least, the official reason you’ve given for the betrayal is clearly a bald-faced lie.”


    “……………”


    “Oh, what was it again? Something about the members of the Mud Hat Faction being societal evils, with the potential to wipe out humankind?”


    “…………”


    “Well, I can’t say that’s entirely bullshit. It is a relevant concern. If you put the future over your immediate worries, one could even say your decision to turn against us was inevitable.”


    “……………”


    “But Bullshit-chan, that’s what doesn’t add up,” Mud Hat said, very sure of himself. “I mean, you aren’t built to consider the future.”


    “……………”


    “All your little head is capable of considering is the here and now. Your every action is premised on a basic instinct, a desperate desire to not die today. You’ve never spared a thought for tomorrow, much less ten years hence.


    “Perhaps I should say you can’t think about that. I mean, if you were capable of thinking that far ahead, you would have committed suicide long ago.”


    “………………”


    “Just you living makes life worse for your Beliar. Making life worse for her is the sole reason you exist at all. Every moment you live steals the capacity for lying from your creator. There is no point to your existence, but you’re afraid to die, and so you go on living. That is the hand fate dealt you, and a harsh one it is.”


    Mud Hat looked genuinely sympathetic, like this was not his fault.


    “That’s why I’m so confused. Someone only concerned about their immediate survival would never betray us—it’s tantamount to suicide! The more I think about it, the less sense it makes. This is, mechanically speaking, a complete impossibility.”


    “……………Really?” Bullshit-chan said, speaking slowly. “You really don’t get it? Why I’d betray you?”


    Her voice was frosty.


    “Do you not remember what you gleefully explained to me the day before I turned traitor?”


    “……The day before?” Mud Hat crooked his head. “……Oh, you mean when I told you about our true relationship?”


    “…………!”


    “Of course I remember that! After all, I shared a secret I’d held for a decade! What about it?”


    “……What about it? What about it?!” Bullshit-chan exploded, unable to stop herself. “What else could this be about?! That’s why I betrayed you! Do you really think any lie alive wouldn’t despise you after hearing that?!”


    Her shoulders were shaking with fury, eyes boring into Mud Hat.


    “If I’d known that in the first place, I would never have joined you—the root cause of all our suffering!”


    “…………”


    “I made my mind up the second you told me the truth! I swore I would make you pay, even if it cost me my life!”


    “……I don’t get it,” Mud Hat said, shaking his head. His tone had not even changed. “No matter how I look at it, it just doesn’t add up, Bullshit-chan. I certainly understand you despising me after learning the truth! But like I just said, a lie like you is incapable of risking her life for a reason that flimsy.”


    “……………”


    “Will enacting vengeance on me at this stage of the proceedings fill your stomach? Of course not! No matter how much you hate me, you would happily wag your tail if it ensured your appetite was satiated. That’s the sort of lie you are!”


    “……I don’t know where that’s coming from,” Bullshit-chan said, clearly annoyed by this line of questioning. “No matter what you say, I’ve made up my mind, and I have no other answers for you. If that doesn’t make sense to you, then the problem lies with your perception.”


    “……What?”


    “I mean, you’ve got no idea,” Bullshit-chan scoffed. “No clue just how often I’ve contemplated suicide. How abjectly awful my life was. How much I longed for the sweet embrace of death.”


    “……………”


    “Every damn day I was out eating lies for no reason. Desperately prolonging my life without one word of encouragement. Knowing full well that each day I survived forced my far-off Beliar into another day in which she could not lie. Not a day passed where I didn’t think of her and feel so sorry I tried to take my own life. But my fear of death was so great that I could never follow through.”


    “…………”


    “……If you insist on forcing some logic on it, perhaps I simply bugged out,” Bullshit-chan said, a rueful smile on her lips. “My instincts as a lie tell me to survive. But years of emotions craving the opposite simply overwhelmed that nature.”


    “………Huh?” Mud Hat said, before she had even finished. “You bugged out? What? On what basis?”


    “Don’t ask me! It’s not like I’m here to convince you.” Bullshit-chan snorted. “I’d think this would delight you. I’m doing something you didn’t expect! I thought results like that were your main source of joy.”


    “……Well, I’ve said as much.” He sighed. “Just…even if I concede to your logic, it doesn’t feel right. If you’re suicidal, why not just kill yourself? How does that lead to attempting to destroy the faction?”


    “……………”


    “And not only that, but you’ve roped your Beliar into this risky endeavor. If anything happened to her, then your death would no longer mean anything.”


    “……………You’ve got me there.” Bullshit-chan nodded. “But on that point, I had no choice, Mud Hat. If I don’t do something about you before I die, then the threat to my Beliar remains at large.”


    “……?”


    “I’m convinced of this: Even if I die, you still have plans for her.”


    Bullshit-chan fixed him with her best glare.


    “She’s your favorite toy. So am I. But if I break, you’ll just use her for some other vile experiment. The very thought gives me chills.”


    “……………Hmm,” Mud Hat said, nodding. “That is perceptive. I might well do just that, Bullshit-chan.


    “Umidori is a fascinating component, one made by my own hand. It would be a shame to let her go back to an ordinary life.”


    “……See? That’s why I’ve gotta fight.” Bullshit-chan sighed. “This is just my way of making amends. If I don’t settle things, death isn’t worth dying. I admit there’s a part of me that just really hates the Mud Hat Faction and wants to take down everyone in it with me, but…”


    “……………”


    “Sure, I was reluctant to pull Umidori into this fight. But I also never really had a choice. Her fallicidal talent is absolutely necessary if I’m gonna stand a chance against your faction.”


    “…………”


    “Also, I haven’t told her a word of this. She’s a good girl,” Bullshit-chan said, eyes turning to the monthly apartment building above them. “I’m sure she bought the official version of my motive. If she learned the truth…I bet even she’d be furious.”


    “…………”


    “But I plan to offer a fair trade and earn myself a pardon. There will be no downside for her. Even if the Mud Hat Faction defeats me, she’ll regain the ability to lie.


    “And if we do defeat the faction, then she’ll still get that back.”


    “…………I see,” Mud Hat said, faintly surprised. “Win or lose, you plan to perish. Bullshit-chan, that would let you keep your word.”


    “Not a fan? You’d rather I not choose to die?” The grin on Bullshit-chan’s face was almost triumphant. “To hear you tell it, I’m so obsessed with life this choice isn’t even available to me. Too bad. I choose this. Don’t imagine everything is gonna go your way.”


    “…………”


    “Brace yourself, Mud Hat. I’m gonna ruin everything you’re after. I don’t care what this Mud Hat Cup is—it’ll end in failure. By my hand and Umidori’s.”


    “…………………”


    For a long moment, Mud Hat stared at Bullshit-chan.


    He observed her with evident fascination.


    At length, he spoke.


    “……Interesting. Okay. Very well.” He nodded slowly. “Honestly, parts of it elude me still, but for the time being, I’ll accept your account. It’s enough for me to know you picked a fight with us to atone for your guilt toward Umidori herself.”


    “………”


    “If you can stop the Mud Hat Cup, you’re welcome to try. I’ll admit, I do get a thrill from unpredictable elements like yourself.”


    “……Hmph, you shouldn’t take us lightly, Mud Hat,” Bullshit-chan said, not the least bit daunted. “By the time this winter’s over, that smirk will be permanently wiped off your face.”


    “Ha-ha, looking forward to it,” he said, with aplomb. “It’s time we left, Shirobara. I’ve said my piece.”


    “…………”


    “……? Shirobara?” he asked, turning toward her when she failed to respond. “What’s wrong?”


    “……Kitten,” Shirobara said, not even glancing his way—her eyes were only for Bullshit-chan. “I’ll let you take a swing.”


    “……Huh?” Bullshit-chan’s eyes were dots.


    “Just the one! To make up for my part ten years back,” Shirobara said. “Just don’t kill him. Pull your punch so it’s not fatal. On that condition, I’ll let you have this one.”


    “……………”


    “Care to take it, kitten?”


    Bullshit-chan was frozen to the spot, rattled. Mud Hat was peering into Shirobara’s face, genuinely befuddled.


    “……Shirobara? What’s gotten into you?”


    “—!”


    Even as he spoke, Bullshit-chan broke into a run, heading straight for him.


    She didn’t put much thought into it—she was moving purely on instinct.


    “Huh?!”


    When he saw Bullshit-chan charging at him, Mud Hat looked genuinely rattled for the first time in his life.


    And her fist came swinging in.


    “—Gah!”


    A moment later, he went flying off the ground.


    He slammed into the wall with a tremendous thud.


    “…………!”


    Mud Hat crumpled to the ground, his scream soundless. He did not move again.


    “……Haah, haah, haah.”


    Bullshit-chan stood there, fist still held high and her breathing ragged, staring down at him. She soon turned to Shirobara.


    “……Why, though?”


    “No real reason. The urge struck me,” Shirobara said, turning away. “That was a lovely swing. I could feel the full weight of ten years of anger behind it. Just watching it connect made me feel so much better.”


    “…………”


    “Don’t get me wrong, kitten. I’m not asking you to forgive me—that’s not why I did this.” Shirobara sighed. “Ten years back, I played a part in your birth. And despite that, I’m still palling around with Mud Hat. That alone makes his sins mine.


    “But the thing he did back then gets under my skin, too. I’m a woman before I’m a Beliar.”


    She looked down at Mud Hat, pity in her eyes.


    “Women risk their lives to bear children, and he will never understand that.”


    


    —Bam!


    With a loud nose, the door slammed open.


    It led to one of the units in the monthly apartment building.


    The living room came into view.


    “……………Huh?”


    The apartment’s occupant, Nemuri Makurakotoba, looked up in surprise.


    “……………What?”


    “…………”


    A red-haired girl stood in the doorframe.


    Without batting an eye, she marched right on in.


    It was like she owned the place.


    “……Huh? W-wait!”


    Even Makurakotoba was surprised by this intrusion. She got up off the floor.


    “……Who are you? Why are you in my—”


    “……Sorry, the door was open, so I let myself in,” Yoshino Nara said, curtly. “You’re Nemuri Makurakotoba, I presume?”


    “……Huh?”


    “I don’t need you to answer. It was written on the nameplate outside. So where is she?” Nara asked, looking around. “Oh, found her.”


    “……………”


    Her eyes were on Tougetsu Umidori, who was sitting on the floor in the corner.


    She was clutching a massive sheaf of paper, eyes frantically running across it.


    “……Th-the author’s feelings! Her emotions! I’ve gotta consider that…”


    She was muttering away, so absorbed in her task she had not even registered Nara’s entrance. Clearly, she’d been driven into that corner.


    “……Whew, Umidori,” Nara said, impassively relieved. “I had no clue what to expect, but she hasn’t done anything weird to you.”


    —Just then, someone yanked on Nara’s clothes from behind. “Yikes?!”


    Stone-faced, Nara staggered back a few steps, almost toppling over.


    “What was that for?!” she snapped, managing to right herself and turning to face Makurakotoba.


    The girl said nothing, just held on to Nara’s clothes and glared.


    “……Seriously, who are you? How’d you get here? Where’s Mamie?”


    “……Uh, Mamie?” Nara’s head tilted. “Oh, the badass in the black suit? She and Hurt are both down for the count outside.”


    “……………Huh?!”


    “Your lie was pretty dang tough. Even with my Envy Sakura helping Hurt, it was still a close call.”


    Nara thumped her chest.


    “So Envy Sakura’s taking some R&R inside me. A small price to pay for victory; it could easily have been a lot worse. Oh, and don’t worry. Your lie just lost—we didn’t eliminate her or anything.”


    “……Wh-what are you saying? Mamie lost?” Makurakotoba clearly could not believe her ears. She began advancing on Nara, yelling. “……Th-that’s impossible! Mamie never loses! She’s the best around!”


    “……Say what you will. We won, and that’s a fact,” Nara said, scratching her cheek. “Uh, I guess Hurt did say something funky? ‘Cockamamie Castle’s way off her game today.’”


    “……………Mm?”


    “‘She’s normally way more unstoppable.’ ‘Is something preventing her from going all out?’ You’re her host, any ideas?”


    “…………!” Makurakotoba gasped, and her head went down. “………Is it because I was up all night?”


    “……Well, it’s beside the point. Anyway, that’s what’s up.” Nara freed herself from Makurakotoba’s grasp. “You lost this one. So I’m taking Umidori back.”


    “……Huh?!”


    “She’s got an early shift at work tomorrow. Can’t have her sitting around here forever.”


    With that, Nara put Makurakotoba out of her mind and strode over to Umidori.


    “Yo, Umidori, you’re fine now. I’m here.”


    “……! W-wait!” Makurakotoba grabbed Nara’s arm.


    “…………What?” Nara said, annoyed. “We’re done here.”


    “……I-I’m not letting Umidori leave! She belongs to me!”


    “…………Huh?!”


    “……Umidori’s my pet! I’m keeping her forever! That’s what’s best for her! I—I don’t know who you are, stranger, but you need to butt out!”


    “…………”


    For a long moment, Nara impassively soaked in Makurakotoba’s frantic ranting.


    “The fuck are you even talking about?” she growled, shoving her away. Not a very hard push…


    “Eep!”


    …but Makurakotoba let out a pathetic squeal and fell flat on her butt.


    “……Umidori’s yours? Are you fucking kidding me? You only just showed up today! You’ve got no claim here,” Nara spat, glaring down at her. “I’ll let you off the hook this time, but if you try this stunt again, I’ll vaporize your lie. You’d best be prepared.”


    “………………?!”


    “……Now, then,” Nara said, clearly losing all interest in Makurakotoba. She turned her back on her completely.


    Umidori had still not looked up from the page, so Nara grabbed her bodily.


    “On your feet, Umidori. We’re leaving.”


    “……Author’s feelings, author’s feelings, author’s feel…huh?”


    Umidori finally emerged from her mutterings long enough to notice Nara.


    “……Huh? N-Nara? How?”


    “How, shmow, I’m here to rescue you.”


    Nara was as unperturbed as Umidori was shocked. Her tone was gentle.


    “You sure do have a way of making the crazy ones fall for you. Maybe I’m one of them. That’s the downside of being so nice.


    “—Still, no matter how many times you’re in trouble, I’ll come to save you. No matter what happens, no matter who you’re up against—I’m on your side.”


    


    “……Did she pull it off?”


    Around that same time…


    In a park near the apartment building, Kirara Seiryoin was sitting on a bench gazing absently in the building’s direction.


    The sun had set by now, and it was dark all around.


    “I do hope they managed to rescue Umidori…I’ll just have to have faith in them.”


    Whispering to herself, Seiryoin slowly shook her head.


    “Still, she really threw a wrench in my plans. Does the old hag live to torment the young?”


    “—Ho-ho, you sure have a mouth on you, love.”
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  At that exact moment…


  A voice echoed from over Seiryoin’s shoulder.


  It belonged to a little girl.


  “Honestly, who brought you up? How can you be so mean to your beloved grandmother?”


  “…………”


  Seiryoin did not seem the least surprised. She slowly turned.


  And found Shirobara Seiryoin’s actual body—that smug little silver-haired kid—standing behind her.


  “……Ah, so the real one shows up here, at the bitter end.” She sighed, glaring at Shirobara. “Not getting enough exercise? Age takes its toll on you. Should you really be throwing down like this at your age? You’ve got me concerned.”


  “Ho-ho-ho! Please, I’m still fit as a fiddle.” Shirobara just seemed amused by all this. “Even if I did wear myself out, what does it matter? I got to play a delightful game with my granddaughter! That’s what we old ladies live for.”


  “……………”


  “Kirara, love, you sure went all out. You dispatched those copies I sent your way like it was nothing—have you been training?”


  “……I’ll take that as a compliment.” Seiryoin seemed unsure if it was. “But it wasn’t my work; it was Miser Clown’s.”


  “……Hmm, Miser Clown.” Shirobara nodded, taking this seriously. “That maid is one heckuva manifest lie. I’ve always thought so, but seeing her in action proved it again. I knew my granddaughter’s lie had it in her! You must be so proud of her, Kirara.”


  “……………”


  “……That said.” Shirobara grinned. “I’m afraid she isn’t quite a match for my lie.”


  “……………”


  “……Come on out, Miser Clown.”


  A moment later…


  Another woman’s body sprouted from inside Shirobara’s diminutive frame.


  Like a butterfly emerging from the cocoon, she peeled out of Shirobara’s back, landing on the ground behind her.


  The woman was dressed…like a bunny girl.


  “—You called, Lady Shirobara?” the bunny girl said with an elegant smile.


  Long blond hair. Two bunny ears growing out of her head. A skintight suit that left her shoulders bare. Fishnet stockings. She looked to be in her mid-twenties. She wore a sultry expression and had generous proportions. The salacious figure she cut was entirely out of place in a public park.


  ……But the most striking thing about her was not her garb or her curves. Her face was identical to that of Kirara Seiryoin’s Miser Clown.


  “Ho-ho, how do you feel now, Kirara?” Shirobara said, her grin intensifying. “I can only imagine, but is it humiliating? Being face-to-face with the superior version of your own lie?”


  “…………”


  “……Perhaps it’s a bit late to reflect on the oddity of it. Even if we are family.”


  “…………”


  “Statistically speaking, it’s not impossible. All Beliars are trying to make their desires come true. There are as many wishes as there are Beliars. If there are eight billion Beliars, then there are eight billion lies.”


  “…………”


  “……Which means it’s not all that strange that of those eight billion, two Beliars happen to have the same lie.


  “It just so happened there were two crazy women with the desire to monopolize all the world’s money, and it just so happened they sprang from the same family. Extremely unlikely—but not out of the question.”


  At this point, Shirobara shook her head.


  “Still, Kirara, you are an odd duck. Even if the content of the lie is the same, did you have to give her the same name?”


  “…………”


  “I mean, it’s inherently confusing if we both have a Miser Clown, love. No matter how sore a loser you are, you were always doomed to be second rate.”


  “…………”


  “……Honestly, why did things end up like this? I had a bad feeling about you, even when you were a wee babe.” Shirobara hung her head. “Kirara, even discounting our family ties, you bore far too great a resemblance to me in my youth. You were like a carbon copy of me. How many times did I pray you’d prove me wrong? But I’m afraid that wish did not come true.”


  “……Yes, your work there proved invaluable, Grandmother,” Seiryoin said, breaking her silence at last. “If I recall correctly, the moment I became a Beliar, you exiled me from the family.”


  “Mm, pretty much right away, yes.” Shirobara nodded. “From my perspective, it was the only option. Regardless of my love for you, I simply cannot have competition inside my precious family.”


  “…………”


  “What do you mean, you want to own all the money in the world? You must be kidding. The world’s wealth is rightfully mine!”


  “……You really are a thorn in my side, Grandmother,” Seiryoin spat. “If it weren’t for you, I could use Miser Clown’s powers freely. But if I make a careless move, you’ll show up to interfere, leaving me still making ends meet at a beef bowl joint.”


  “Ho-ho! You poor girl. But that’s the lot of a second-rate imitation.


  “After all, I’m a far stronger Beliar. If our lies were different, perhaps you’d stand a chance. Since our lies are the same, however, the stronger one wins. Even a child could understand that logic. An imitation can never catch up to the original, much less stand a chance against her.”


  “……………”


  “In my heart of hearts, I would much rather you simply admit defeat, love,” Shirobara said, shrugging. “Kirara, you still have time. Bow out of this Mud Hat Cup.”


  “……Huh?”


  “You are my granddaughter. I don’t want to throw down with you for real. That’s a far cry from the game we just played.” Shirobara grimaced. “And it’s a waste of time. Like I said, you’re but an imitation, so you stand no chance against me.”


  “……………”


  “But if you come at me, I won’t show mercy. Since our lies overlap, only one of the two can ever come true. Me monopolizing all the money in the world means you have failed to do so. And if you monopolize all the money in the world, that means I’ve failed at the same.”


  “……True enough,” Seiryoin said, with an exasperated sigh. “I appreciate your perspective. Clearly, you don’t have it in you to cede victory to your beloved granddaughter.”


  “……Why would I?” Shirobara blinked. “That’s just silly. This is my heart’s desire! I’ve been chasing it for a hundred years! I’m not giving it up now.”


  “…………”


  “That’s why I’ve become nigh immortal! That’s why I built up an entire dynasty! It’s all to make my dream come true. I’ve lived my whole life in pursuit of this one goal. I’ve literally got decades on a snot-nosed kid like you.”


  “……Yes, I’m certainly no match for you on time.” Seiryoin shook her head. “And I suppose you’re right that I would stand little chance against you in a real battle. You’ve rubbed my nose in that fact enough times that I have to admit as much.


  “The Mud Hat Cup is the chance of a lifetime, the moment I’ve been waiting for, but since I don’t have any real shot at winning, it’s essentially useless. Courage and recklessness are different things. Perhaps admitting defeat now would minimize my wounds.”


  “Ho-ho, precisely, dear, precisely.” Shirobara nodded, satisfied. “You’re talking sense now, Kirara. So what’ll it be? Does that mean you’ll actually drop out?”


  “…………”


  Seiryoin was in no hurry to answer.


  She sat, lips pursed, studying her grandmother.


  Five seconds passed. Then ten. The silence continued.


  “—No, Grandmother. I’m afraid you can take that notion and shove it up your ass.”


  Her voice had taken on a hint of steel.


  “I would never be stupid enough to relinquish a shot at victory. If I were capable of abandoning my dream because the odds are stacked against me, I would never have become a Beliar in the first place.


  “All the money in this world belongs to me. I have not a single yen to give you, Grandmother. Not to echo your own phrasing, but if you come at me, I won’t show mercy, either.”


  “…………”


  The smile vanished from Shirobara’s lips.


  “Kirara, you really think you can beat me?” she asked, her voice grim. “An imitation, against the original?”


  “……Heh-heh, Grandmother, you keep saying that. It’s funny, really. Hardly befitting the founder of the Seiryoin Group.”


  “……What?”


  “An imitation? The original? Nonsense. To my mind, that distinction is utterly without merit.


  “If an imitation proves superior, then everyone forgets which was the originator. What matters is not who thought of something first, but who did it best. That may sound unfair, but that is how things work in the real world.”


  “…………”


  “Plus, why should I have to change what I want just because it overlaps with the desires of someone else? That makes no sense. My dream is my own. Whether someone else has it or not doesn’t make a difference. I don’t even care.”


  “……………Aha,” Shirobara said, and nodded at this declaration. “I see where you’re coming from. I won’t argue further. I’ll just make your life hell in the Mud Hat Cup.”


  “…………”


  “Too late to back out now. I won’t be relenting until you’re on hands and knees, begging for forgiveness, apologizing for having the nerve to stand against me.”


  “……Hmph, that’s my line,” Seiryoin said.


  Then under her breath…


  “……This is the last time you’ll be so cocky, crone. I’ve got the ultimate card up my sleeve: Umidori.


  “If I use her right, I can kill Grandmother’s Miser Clown. And once that’s done, the rest is all mine. Once you’re powerless, I’ll make you pay for everything you’ve done. Specifically, I’ll force you to work at a beef bowl shop while I watch and cackle.”


  “……What are you muttering about, Kirara?” Shirobara asked. “Sorry, but I can’t make out a word. You’ll have to speak up.”


  “……Heh-heh, never mind, Grandmother,” Seiryoin said with a pleasant smile. “Point is, family or not, this is the Mud Hat Cup. Let neither of us regret our choices and fight fair and square.”
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    “…………”


    The sun had long since set.


    Mud Hat sat in a back alley, saying nothing.


    A trail of dried blood ran from his lips.


    The bruise from Bullshit-chan’s punch was clearly visible on his face.


    “…………”


    “—Ho-ho, aren’t you looking handsome, Mud Hat?” Shirobara said, looming over him. Obviously, she was enjoying the spectacle. “Should I take a photo and text it to the other core members? I’m sure they’ll split their sides.”


    “……Shirobara,” Mud Hat said, giving her an accusative glare. “……………”


    “Ho-ho-ho, what’s that look for? Are you actually mad at me?”


    “………”


    “Well, sorrrrry. That little betrayal was half in jest, half genuine. Not all that spiteful, so pray, let it pass.


    “But I will say this, Mud Hat: There are aspects of your personality I find intolerable, but that doesn’t mean I despise the entirety of you. Rest assured on that point.”


    “…………There’s no need for concern, Shirobara,” Mud Hat said, shaking his head. “I’m not mad at you. My mouth simply hurts too much to blather on like I usually do. I think I cut something.


    “Same goes for Kirara Seiryoin’s little betrayal. I’ll let what happened today pass unchallenged. This incident was but an appetizer.”


    With that, he finally grinned.


    “If anything, these events have whetted my appetite. I merely announced the Mud Hat Cup, and look at the fallout! How much chaos will the real deal bring us? Just imagining it is a thrill.”


    “……A thrill, hmm?” Shirobara said with a loaded sigh. “Well, we all get worked up at the prospect of a long-held dream coming true. Mud Hat, are you planning on letting the cat contingent roam free? I think those two could really throw a wrench in the Cup.”


    “……Huh? What are you talking about, Shirobara?” Mud Hat said, laughing out loud. “A wrench in the Cup? You don’t need to tell me that! That’s what’s good about them! Why else would I choose to hold the Mud Hat Cup in Kobe?”


    “…………”


    “To my mind, they are fully qualified to enter the Mud Hat Cup. Not that they would ever accept that fact.” He chuckled. “Tougetsu Umidori cannot lie. Around her, Bullshit-chan must maintain the lie. They are the spice that will push this tournament to the next level. It would be a waste to nip that in the bud—and I don’t have it in me.”


    “……Are you sure you should be that confident?”


    “—Mm?”


    “The kitten may be one thing,” Shirobara said, studying his face. “But Tougetsu Umidori’s not a force to be trifled with.”


    “……She isn’t? How so?”


    “Look, I don’t know the girl well, either, so I don’t really get it. But she sure seems to be awful popular with the ladies.”


    “…………”


    “Kirara’s clearly got schemes involving Tougetsu Umidori. Somehow, even Princess Nemuri has taken an interest in her. And this Yoshino Nara went and rescued her from that princess’s clutches.


    “Hurt’s nursing a grudge against her. I’ve got no clue what the blue-haired girl is, but she sure was fired up when Tougetsu Umidori got captured. And more than any of them, Bullshit-chan is prepared to give her life for the girl.”


    Shirobara shrugged as if the whole thing bemused her.


    “Umidori, Umidori, Umidori. They’re all obsessed with her! She seems like a docile little thing, but the kid’s got moves. That said, every girl in her harem’s got a screw loose, so I can’t say I’m the least bit jealous.”


    “…………”


    “Point is, Mud Hat, this kid’s got a magnet for the hearts of every kook in town. Is she really the kinda girl who’s gonna do what you’re hoping she does?”


    “……Seriously, Shirobara, what is your point?” Mud Hat said, baffled. “Don’t make me repeat myself. This is what I want! Why I have such a high opinion of Umidori! There is nothing so boring as a cast who perform exactly as I expect.”


    “……………”


    “I’m well aware of how unique Umidori is. I’m the one who brought her into this world! She’s nothing like the other Beliars, and she may well show me a whole new outcome. I can’t wait. And I have no idea why we need fear that.”


    “……You can’t wait.” Shirobara sighed. “Even if that ‘outcome’ is your downfall?”


    “But of course.” Mud Hat didn’t even hesitate. “Even if she utterly ruins the Mud Hat Cup—the thing I’ve dreamed of for years—and the Mud Hat Faction itself ceases to exist…well, I do think that’s a very remote possibility, but should it come to pass, I won’t regret a thing. I mean, that would be highly entertaining.”


    “…………”


    “I will simply accept that outcome and thank Umidori from the bottom of my heart.”


    Mud Hat’s smile took on a rueful quality.


    “Arguably, that would be the classic way to end this tale. The villain who created her, who warped the course of her life, felled by her own hand.”


    “…………I see,” Shirobara muttered, nodding. She was convinced. “Just as I thought, you do not grasp the threat at all.”


    “……………Hmm?”


    “Mud Hat, I’m afraid the downfall I speak of is nothing so weak sauce.” Shirobara shook her head. “This is far more fundamental.”


    “…………Oh?”


    “You know, Mud Hat, I’ve long believed you were invincible.


    “After all, you’re incapable of ever losing—for the simple reason that win or lose, you’ll find the outcome equally entertaining. It’s not like you don’t care—you simply don’t care which. You’ve lived your life by that principle, and no one in the world can really stop you. Even if someone killed you outright, you would die with a smile on your face, entertained by that result.”


    “……………”


    “And yet, Mud Hat, all that is based on the assumption that you will remain you. If you’re no longer yourself, then your invincibility goes with it.”


    “……Um, Shirobara, you’ve entirely lost me. What’s your point?”


    “……Well, it’s not like I think this is a likely outcome. I don’t, and yet—”


    There, Shirobara hesitated.


     


    “I can’t shake the feeling this Tougetsu Umidori might manage to reform you.”


     


    “……………Huh?”


    “She’s reformed the Beliars she met. You’re just as crazy, so she might fix you, too. Turn you into a respectable member of society.”


    “……………”


    “……I’ve got no basis for that prediction, mind you. It’s purely a gut feeling.”


    “……………”


    For a long time, Mud Hat had no response for her.


    He just studied Shirobara’s face.


    For once in his life, he was genuinely rattled.


    “……No, no, that’s absurd, Shirobara,” he said at last. “That won’t happen. That alone is out of the question.”


    “……Mm, well, from your perspective, I would imagine so.” She nodded. “I can’t begin to conceive of you reforming, either. Every one of the core members would laugh out loud if I even suggested this. It’s the purest of hypotheticals.”


    “…………”


    “But, if by some chance that pans out, I imagine that would be your idea of hell, Mud Hat.” Shirobara gave him a look of pity. “No matter how immoral your acts, no matter how dirty your hands, you’ve never once felt a pang of guilt. If the girl you created for shits and giggles manages to reform you, you’ll spend the rest of your life up to your ears in guilt. And the very thought of that makes me shudder.”


    


    Ding-dong.


    “…………”


    One day…


    Wearing a grim expression, Bullshit-chan rang the intercom.


    She was in the hall outside.


    “……It’ll be okay. Nothing to be scared about. I abandoned everything for this,” she told herself, peering up at the peephole. “The girl I’m about to meet will wipe out the faction. And when that’s over, it’ll be my time to die. I’ll return the lies I stole from her a decade ago.


    “That is my atonement. It’s the reason I was born.”


    …… …… Several seconds after she ran the bell, she heard a click, and the door swung open.


    A worried face peered around the jamb. It belonged to a tall, black-haired girl.


    “……What’s the matter?”


    “…………”


    Bullshit-chan gave her a look like she was about to cry.


    “……Uh, um… Can…can I borrow your toilet?”


    


    “…………Huh?”


    And in the present day…


    In Umidori’s apartment, Bullshit-chan abruptly woke from her slumber.


    “………!”


    She sat up in bed and looked around, stunned.


    “……Just a dream?” she muttered. “……It sure seemed significant. That dream, right after everything that went down today? It’s like my resolve is being tested.”


    Even as she spoke, Bullshit-chan took a good look at herself.


    “……Things aren’t that simple. At the very least, I’ve gotta do something about Togari and Saladette before I act.


    “I can’t exactly take them both down with me. I owe that much to Umidori and Kudo. Right now I’ve got no idea how, but I’ve gotta think of something…”


    No one inside Bullshit-chan responded to her words. All three lies were sound asleep.


    “……I never meant to shoulder so many burdens. Life takes you to the strangest places, even if you’re a lie,” Bullshit-chan muttered, kicking herself. “I’ll have to talk to Hurt, too. I would rather not take her with me, but I’m sure she has her own thoughts on the subject.


    “And when all the dust is settled…I just have to find the courage.”


    But even as she muttered this…


    “……Mm?”


    …she noticed an empty space on the futon next to hers.


    Where her roommate should have been sleeping.


    “……Umidori?”


    


    “Mm? Bullshit-chan?”


    Tougetsu Umidori was in the kitchen.


    She was wearing pajamas, bringing a cup of tea to her lips. Startled, she swung around to face Bullshit-chan.


    “What’s up? I wake you up?”


    “……Uh, well.” Bullshit-chan nodded, glancing at the kitchen clock. It showed two in the morning. “It’s not like you to get up in the middle of the night, Umidori.”


    “……Yeah, I just sorta did.” Umidori winced. “Too much happened today. I should be exhausted.”


    “……Yeah. The girls inside me are all out like a light—Togari, Saladette, and Hurt.” Bullshit-chan scratched her cheek. “But at least we managed to rescue you. I was beside myself when we let Makurakotoba make off with you.”


    “Yeah, that wasn’t great.” Umidori nodded. “Today was a real close call. Almost as scary as when Hurt kicked the door in.”


    “Makurakotoba and Cockamamie Castle are among the most dangerous members of the faction. You just can’t talk to them at all,” Bullshit-chan said, hanging her head. “Letting them snatch you up is a huge blot on my record. I can’t apologize for it enough.”


    “I don’t need you to, Bullshit-chan,” Umidori said, being awfully nice. “None of us expected the faction to descend on us in numbers.”


    “……That’s true.” Bullshit-chan nodded. “This is a pretty big mess. Today we managed to resolve things without major damage, but this was only the prelim. Once the Mud Hat Cup begins in earnest, the whole town will get mixed up in the chaos.


    “But let me be very clear on this, Umidori. As great as the risks may be, this is also our best shot.”


    “It is?”


    “The Mud Hat Faction’s leaders have come to us of their own accord. That’s an opportunity,” Bullshit-chan said vehemently. “And like Hurt suggested, they aren’t exactly a monolith. They’re competing—and out to take each other down. If we play them against each other, we’ve got a real shot at winning this.”


    “……Yeah, even if we don’t do anything, they’ll fight with one another. Several of them will be eliminated either way.”


    “If we play our cards right, we might take out all the core members in one fell swoop.” Bullshit-chan nodded. “If that happens, even Mud Hat can’t do anything. It’ll be time to pay the piper.”


    “Right…so this is the final battle. I’ll have to do my best…”


    But at this point, Umidori broke off, clapping her hands.


    “Oh, that reminds me, Bullshit-chan. What was it you wanted to talk to me about today?”


    “……Mm?”


    Bullshit-chan froze, blindsided.


    “Bullshit-chan, you invited me out so we could talk,” Umidori said. “We got interrupted before that ever happened.”


    “…………”


    “……Mm? What? Don’t you remember?”


    “……No, I didn’t forget.” Bullshit-chan shook her head. “I’m just…a little taken aback. I thought you’d have forgotten. I mean, so much else has happened since.”


    “……Well, getting kidnapped certainly put it right out of my mind.” Umidori winced. “But now that things have settled down, and I’m face-to-face with you again, it all came back to me. I do hope you’ll remember. You can share it with me right now, if you like.”


    “……………Um?” Bullshit-chan said, blinking. “Here? Now?”


    “……? Yes? Why not? Is there a problem with that?”


    “……Slow down, Umidori,” Bullshit-chan said, clearly at a loss. “I didn’t think you’d bring it back up… I’m not ready!”


    “Hmm? Ready?” Umidori frowned. “What’s that about? You need to prepare to talk about it?”


    “…………”


    “……Hang on, Bullshit-chan, you’re not about to go, ‘Maybe some other day,’ and drag this out even longer, are you?” Umidori asked, with a half-lidded glare. “Sorry, but I can’t let you do that. It’ll just make me wonder and keep me up all night.”


    “……Umidori, um, thing is, I do get where you’re coming from, but I’ve got my reasons…”


    “Like?”


    “Why do you think I went to the trouble of taking you somewhere? If this was easy to talk about, I’d have done it right here in your room. We live together!”


    “……Okay, I get that. Or rather, I was wondering about it all along.”


    “Basically, there was a reason we had to talk about it outside,” Bullshit-chan said, scratching her cheek. “If I don’t set the scene, I can’t find an opening to broach the subject… At the very least, it’s not a topic I can just blurt out in the kitchen.”


    “I wouldn’t know. I mean, am I gonna have to take another trip to the mall just to hear you out?”


    “……………”


    “Please, Bullshit-chan,” Umidori said, looking exasperated. “Just tell me already. I’ve got an early shift tomorrow; I need to go to bed.”


    “…………Yeah, fair enough,” Bullshit-chan said, and nodded. “I know full well you’re totally right here. I’m the one who wants to share this, I’ve gotta stop putting it off.


    “I went to all that trouble to set the scene, and they had to ruin it—I’m so mad at them for that. But no use crying over spilled milk. Gotta steel myself.”


    “……So what, you’re gonna talk?”


    “Yeah, of course.” Bullshit-chan nodded. “Just…give me a minute. I need to sort my feelings out.”


    “……Quit dragging your heels!” Umidori wailed. “I mean, you do what you want, Bullshit-chan. But I think the more you put this off, the harder it gets.”


    “…………”


    Bullshit-chan was no longer hearing a word Umidori said.


    She had her eyes closed and was in a world of her own.


    ……You can do this. You’ve run the simulations! Repeatedly! It’ll be fine!


    She was talking to herself in the dark.


    Umidori will be very surprised. This is the last thing she would ever expect to hear. I’m especially worried about sharing the secrets of my birth. I hope it isn’t too big a shock for her.


    ……No one on earth could hear that story without getting upset.


    And once she recovers, I’m sure she’ll be disgusted with me.


    ……………


    ……As well she might. Umidori’s suffered for years because she can’t lie. She almost lost her mother because of that.


    If she learns I’m the cause of it all, and that I went this whole time without telling her…


    I don’t think even Umidori could laugh it off.


    But that’s not a problem.


    Umidori is the nicest person alive. Even if she knows the truth, she won’t bail on our fight.


    She won’t abandon me to take on the Mud Hat Faction alone.


    No matter how much Umidori despises people, she’s still capable of pitying them.


    I’m sure once she hears the story, she’ll say this:


     


    —Don’t you dare die, Bullshit-chan.


    You’ve done nothing wrong.


    There’s no need to atone with your life.


    At the very least, I don’t want you dead at all.


    I want you to live, Bullshit-chan.


    If it means you dying, then I don’t need to lie.


    …………


    ……Heh-heh, I can just see her sobbing, big tears in her eyes.


    This is not just wishful thinking.


    That’s who she is.


    After six months shacked up with her, I know that much for sure.


    Still, Umidori.


    I’m afraid, I’m not going to let you stop me.


    Whatever you say, I’m going to die.


    Once the Mud Hat Faction are gone, I’ll disappear.


    Your feelings don’t matter here.


    I’m standing on principle.


    I made up my mind before I ever rang your doorbell. Nothing can shake me from it.


    Perhaps you’ll blame me for it when it’s all over. Insist you never wanted this. Call me a fool.


    But I’m sorry—I don’t give a damn.


    Ultimately, I’m not even doing this for you, Umidori. This is for my own self-satisfaction. I’ve finally found a place to die, and I’m taking it.


    ……But you’ll forgive me that much, right?


    Umidori, none of this is on you.


    But it’s also a fact that you created me, and then didn’t lift a finger to help me afterward.


    “…………”


    Umidori was in front of Bullshit-chan, silently watching her.


    She wasn’t speaking, but it was clear from her face that she was getting impatient.


    ……It’ll be fine. It’ll be okay. You can do this.


    Bullshit-chan told this to herself, as if it was the final prep.


    There’s no downside to telling her the truth. Maybe there’s no upside, either.


    But it hurts to keep it from her. Sharing is just a burden I want to put down.


    …………


    ……Maybe all I want is to hear her say I did nothing wrong.


    I’m creeping myself out here.


    But whatever.


    Once I say it, what happens, happens.


    At last, Bullshit-chan cut off her train of thought.


    With resolve on her face, she met Umidori’s eye.


    Her lips parted.


    “You see, Umidori. There’s something I’ve been keeping hidden from you. I’m—”


     


    ………………


    But.


    “……………”


    “……Mm? What, Bullshit-chan?” Umidori frowned. “You’ve been keeping secrets? What?”


    “………………”


    But even that prompt elicited no further words from Bullshit-chan.


    She had frozen up, as if she’d been stunned silent.


    Like she had just realized something important.


    “………………”


    “C’mon, Bullshit-chan, you can’t just trail off…”


    “…………Umidori,” Bullshit-chan said, breaking her silence at last. “Sorry. I know it’s a bit late, and that really, really makes this hard…


    “But can we just forget this conversation happened?”


    “……………Huh?”


    “I just worked something out,” Bullshit-chan said, sounding rather spooked. “Mere seconds ago, I was ready to share—but I think I’d really better not.”


    “……Huh?!”


    “Not think—know. This is something I cannot reveal. I’ve just become convinced of that.”


    She sure seemed like that matter was settled.


    “What a stroke of luck. I noticed just in time. I almost let the moment get the best of me. If I’d realized even a second later, it would have been too late.”


    “…………”


    But however certain Bullshit-chan was, this did not apply to Umidori.


    “……N-nope, you can’t, no way!” she said, shaking her head. “C-come on, Bullshit-chan. You can’t leave me hanging!


    “Why can’t you just tell me? You can’t just quit now! At least give me a reason!”


    “……Hmm, a reason?” Bullshit-chan scratched her cheek. “Well, simply put—this is entirely your fault.”


    “…………Huh?”


    “I was sure there’d be no problems. I ran simulations. How you’d react when I was done, what you’d say; I was prepared for everything.


    “……Then just before I said anything, I realized something vital. Umidori, you’re not a normal person. Nobody can predict what you’ll do!”


    “……………Huh?!”


    “And that means you might just convince me!” Bullshit-chan shook her head. “I was one hundred percent certain that would never happen. No matter what you said, I was confident I wouldn’t listen. But that’s why this off-chance is so alarming.


    “If you gave me a big hug and were super nice and I started to feel like everything was forgiven and like, yeah, maybe I don’t want to go through with this—that would be unbearable. So I’m not telling.”


    “What are you even talking about, Bullshit-chan?” Umidori scowled. “You’re not making a lick of sense.”


    “Heh-heh, don’t play innocent with me, Umidori. I mean, I know you don’t get it. But Umidori, you’re the woman who turned Nara into a respectable member of society. Think about it—you could overturn the most pivotal decision of my life before breakfast!”


    “…………??”


    “Of course, that’s almost certainly not the case. But if there’s even the slightest downside, then I can’t take the risk—especially since it was always just to make myself feel better. As you’re well aware—careful is my middle name.”


    “…………So, what, you’re just…not going to tell me?” Umidori asked, stunned. “After all this buildup?”


    “That’s the long and short of it. Sorry!”


    “…………No matter what?”


    “No matter what,” Bullshit-chan said, firmly. “Still, don’t hold it against me. I did want to tell you. And the reason I can’t lies entirely with you.”


    “……………”


    That left Umidori at a loss for words.


    Her lips zipped, she glared at Bullshit-chan.


    Five, ten seconds spent in silence.


    “………………”


    And then without another word, without any warning, she dropped a fist on Bullshit-chan’s head!


    —Bonk!


    “Ow?!”


    A yelp escaped Bullshit-chan’s lips.


    “……?! Huh? Huh?!”


    Clutching her head, she looked up at Umidori in disbelief.


    “…………Uh, ha?”


    “…………”


    “Did you just…hit me…… Huh?”


    That look seemed to snap Umidori out of it, and she clapped a hand over her mouth.


    “I-I’m sorry, Bullshit-chan! I didn’t mean to!”


    “……You didn’t?”


    “I just got super mad, and the next thing I knew!” She waffled around a moment, then began apologetically rubbing Bullshit-chan’s head. “I—I really am sorry. That must have hurt.”


    “…………Um?” Bullshit-chan said, aghast. “……No, wait, Umidori, you’re mad ’cause I built this whole thing up for nothing? That’s reason enough for violence?!”


    “Th-that’s why I’m sorry! You know I tend to throw my hands up when I snap…” Umidori wailed. “I slapped Togari across the cheek the other day. And I don’t really remember it, but apparently I did the same thing to Nara the day we first met. I know I really need to learn to control that, but it’s easier said than done.”


    “……True, you really need to not do that.” Bullshit-chan nodded emphatically. “Still, I have only myself to blame, so I can’t really chastise you for it…”


    “……! N-no, that’s not really true. No matter what the reason is, violence is wrong!” Umidori shook her head frantically. “And it’s your choice whether to tell me or not. Me trying to pry it out of you anyway was probably the worst thing here. I’m really sorry. Genuinely repentant.”


    “……No, I mean, I don’t need to you go that far…”


    “…………By the way, Bullshit-chan,” Umidori said, lifting her head. “I get that you’re not going to tell me what this was about, but in that case, there’s something I want to talk about.”


    “……Huh?”


    “Or more accurately, something I wanted to ask you,” she scratched her cheek. “Um, it’s about the restaurant thing.”


    “The restaurant thing?”


    “Yeah, Bullshit-chan’s Grill. You remember it, right?”


    “……?” Bullshit-chan seemed highly dubious. “Bullshit-chan’s Grill? You mean what we talked about over lunch? My wild fantasies about someday owning my own shop?”


    “Yes, exactly! An adorable little restaurant, just like you!” Umidori nodded enthusiastically. “So, um…Bullshit-chan, you insisted this was just a fantasy. I’m sure running an eatery is lots of hard work, and the decision to go through with it is ultimately up to you.


    “But…if—hypothetically speaking—you really did open Bullshit-chan’s Grill…”


    “……If I did?”


    “……Would you hire me to work there?”


    “…………Huh?” Bullshit-chan’s eyes were dots. “……What did you say?”


    “Oh! Obviously, I don’t mean as a chef. I can’t cook or anything. I’d rather work the floor.”


    “……The floor?”


    “Yeah, as a server.” Umidori nodded cheerily. “I think I can handle that role just fine. I think I’ve been doing a solid job at the net café, and I actually kind of like waiting on customers.”


    “…………?” Bullshit-chan’s baffled expression didn’t waver. “……Back up, Umidori, I don’t know where any of this is coming from. Why would you want to work in my shop?”


    “……Well, um…” Umidori fidgeted around a bit. “I mean, I couldn’t get steady work anywhere but your shop.”


    “……Huh?”


    “I mean, no company in the world is gonna hire me. If I was working in HR, I’d never let someone like me through.” Umidori shook her head. “A girl who’s slow on the uptake, bad with surprises, can’t lie, spent high school stealing a classmate’s pencils and eating them, throws her hands up when she gets annoyed— Any real business would show me the door.”


    “…………” Bullshit-chan clearly wanted to argue with this. “……I guess I can’t just say, ‘That’s not true!’ Especially the fourth one. If you brought that up in an interview it would be a deal-breaker.”


    “I know! I mean, I wouldn’t bring it up myself. But even if I didn’t, I think I’d give myself away. I’m clearly pretty weird. And that’s gonna make it tough to get a normal job.”


    “……Okay. Hence, Bullshit-chan’s Grill?”


    “Exactly. If you’re the one hiring me, none of those things are a problem.” Umidori beamed. “Will you consider it? I might not be the fastest worker, but I’m pretty sure I can act friendly! And I’m not gonna go around smacking customers.”


    “…………”


    “And if I do say so myself, I’m a good study. I might be able to handle the shop books? Not just customer service. In that sense, I might be a real catch!”


    “…………”


    The happier Umidori got, the less comfortable Bullshit-chan looked.


    Her eyes wandered, clearly not the least bit sure how to respond.


    “……Um, Umidori,” she said. “Thing is…look, the idea is appealing? If that happened, I bet it would be a lot of fun. I mean that. But I’m afraid that’s very unlikely.


    “I mean, Bullshit-chan’s Grill is all in my head. There’s no chance of it ever coming true—”


    “Please hire me, Bullshit-chan!” Umidori said, pouncing.


    Clearly, she hadn’t heard a word of Bullshit-chan’s protests.


    “I’m really begging here! This might be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!”


    “……………Huh?”


    “I mean, if I can get a job at Bullshit-chan’s Grill, then I’m set for life! Stable income, my future secured!”


    Like this much was patently obvious.


     


    “There’s no way a shop you run won’t be a hit!”


     


    “……………”


    That upbeat declaration made Bullshit-chan clam up completely.


    The girl before her wore a broad, guileless grin, and she had no words.


    “…………………!”


    Then she managed an evasive, resigned, almost tearful smile.


    “…………You really are something.”


    And a second later, Bullshit-chan threw her arms around Umidori.


    “—Eep?!” Umidori yelped, shocked. “Er, huh? Wh-why?”


    “…………”


    Squeeeeeze.


    They stood together, Bullshit-chan plastered up against Umidori’s body. Given the height difference, this left her head buried between Umidori’s breasts.


    “……So these are the fabled kotatsu boobs,” she said, her voice muffled by the décolletage. “Yes, the pull is just that powerful. I know exactly what Nara was talking about.”


    “………What are you talking about?” Umidori sighed, looking down at her. “And what’s this for? Why? What brought this on?”


    “……Huh? What brought this on?” Bullshit-chan said, still not pulling away. “Why are you asking that? Do I need a reason to hug you?”


    “……Well, no.”


    “Then let me at it. Sometimes, I need to get lost in an embrace.” Bullshit-chan sounded rather sulky. “Perhaps I really…don’t have any right to be here like this.”
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  “……? ‘Right’?”


  “No, never mind. Forget I said anything.”


  At this point, Bullshit-chan lifted her face free, and looked up at Umidori.


  “I’ll give what you said due consideration.”


  “……Huh?”


  “Hiring you to wait tables at Bullshit-chan’s Grill.”


  “………………Oh?!”


  It took her a beat to catch up, but her face lit up.


  “Oh? Huh? Really? You’re not pulling my leg?”


  “I mean every word. I mean, it’s an extremely appealing idea,” Bullshit-chan said, taking this in stride. “I should be begging you to come help… A girl who’s all smiles and puts everyone else first—a girl like you, Umidori—is exactly what my shop needs.


  “So I’ll promise you this. If I ever do open that restaurant, I will hire you to work there. Bullshit-chan may only lie, but rest assured, this alone is one hundred percent the truth.”


  “……………!”


  Umidori gave her a long, excited look.


  “……That’s really true? I have your word on it?” she said, very insistent. “If you’re fibbing, I’ll never forgive you, Bullshit-chan.”


  “……I’m well aware,” Bullshit-chan said with aplomb.


  Then she flashed her usual impish grin.


  “I’ll never forget this promise. I’ll live through tomorrow trusting that this dream may one day come true. My primary goal is to build a happy life with you, Umidori. That’s just how much I love you.”


   


  “—We’re in this together, Umidori.”


   


  And so, their tale goes on.


  One still can’t lie. The other can only lie.


  Their black-and-white bullshit parade marches on—until the day they make it gray.
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    AFTERWORD


    It’s been a while, everyone. I’m Kaeru Ryouseirui. Thank you for reading the fourth volume of The BS Situation of Tougetsu Umidori.


    Now, there’s something I’ve gotta tell you right away. This volume marks an endpoint for this series. Sorry for the sudden announcement! The blurb on the back does say “climax” so some of you may have seen it coming. The last scene here marks the finale of the BS series for now.


    But as an author, I kinda feel like I wrote everything I really wanted to. I got in who Bullshit-chan is, what Seiryoin’s lie is, paid off a number of things I’d laid the groundwork for—I really don’t have much in the way of regrets. (At best, I’d have liked to have Hayakawa show up again.)


    And since this is the last volume, I thought I’d talk a little bit about the series itself.


     


    I’d say the core appeal of the Bullshit-chan series is that all kinds of weirdos show up in it. Why did it turn out that way? Because I love strange characters. Nothing else entertains me more. You could sub ‘fascinating’ for ‘weird’ if you prefer.


    But what is it that’s so compelling about these weird/fascinating characters? To my mind, it’s because they’re not that interesting.


    They fascinate us because there’s something boring beneath that “interesting” aspect. I’m aware most people think interesting things are interesting because they’re interesting, but I disagree! Those “interesting” aspects only catch our attention because we also perceive the “uninteresting” side to them. I think.


    Imagine, if you will, a person who was all fascinations, not a single dull thing about them. No one, myself included, would ever find them remotely compelling. Why? Because before we take an interest in them—they scare us. Everything that is “interesting” is, in the eyes of the world, inherently alarming. Unsettling, incomprehensible, possibly even downright gross.


    As an author, I love both their fascinating and boring sides. From the bottom of my heart, I am convinced that duality is what makes people so compelling. I will never see eye to eye with anyone who prefers one side or the other. At the very least, that is how I approach my writing.


    And as the author, the character I find most and least interesting—is Tougetsu Umidori. She’s the character who, more than anyone, makes me glad I wrote this series. What did you make of her? If you found her as compelling as I did, that’s all I could ask for.


     


    Time for some salutations!


    First, it’s a volume late, but Teren Mikami, thank you for writing a wonderful comment on the third volume obi! I’m especially curious just how you read Umidori herself, lol. I did my best to live up to that obi this time!


    Miso Ameiro, thank you for drawing such a lovely manga! Every time I read it, I’m like, “Gasp! Umidori is so cute!” I’m so happy you agreed to draw it for us. This may be the end of the novels, but the manga is just getting started! Look forward to it!


    Thank you to everyone involved in Bullshit-chan’s videos. You all did such a fantastic job! I wound up writing them into volume three. A great experience all around. I like the pirate one best!


    Natsuki Amashiro: Yeah, uh, I do regret never once letting you work on a proper schedule (all because my end of things got behind.) But I will say this: I said above that Umidori’s character was the reason I’m glad I wrote this series, but having you as my artist was an even greater source of joy (cat-eared Umidori in this volume nearly killed me). I don’t know if this comes across, but this is not lip service—I genuinely mean it. Thank you so much! Great work!


    To my editor, I have only one thing to say here: I’ll put all my gratitude into my next series! Look forward to it!


    But more than anyone else, I must thank the readers who’ve followed me this far. It’s a hard tale to make sense of, but thanks for hanging on! This may be the end of Bullshit-chan’s adventures, but I hope you’ll check out what I get up to next! I really, really, really can’t thank you enough! Also, I think my next series will be Gangster-chan. Look forward to it!


    Let’s all meet again when my new series begins! Goodbye!

  

  
    
      
        Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


        To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


        Sign Up


        Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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