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Chapter Text

Genos had always been aware of his many faults, for as long as he could remember.
He would worry them like a dog with a fresh bone, turning them over and over in idle thoughts until they became ingrained into his daily life, a constant reminder of his need to become stronger, faster, better than he had been before. One of the best things about becoming a cyborg was the constant capacity for improvement. Even if he felt as though he had reached a plateau from which he could not train himself beyond, technology was always advancing, striving, aiming for higher and higher goals. With every upgrade and switch of his mechanical parts, something was always inevitably improved; either his core processing unit would be faster and integrating more seamlessly with his organic brain, or his firepower would be that much hotter and more destructive, or his intricate structure would become more compact, able to achieve the same (or increased) results with less parts.
Despite this, Genos never felt as though he would ever be able to advance past his unfortunate penchant for being reckless; for jumping into situations without nearly enough thought or analysis.
Case in point:
Him, kneeling on an open stage, facing a giant screen that proclaimed to the entire fucking world how he was hopelessly in love with his teacher.
(....god...I love him so much. I want to see that smile every day.)

Oh god no, was the first thought that popped into his mind, traveling along firing synapses and sending a mild, phantom shiver through his synthetic spine. Oh no. No no no no no no-
The cyborg flinched away from the tiny hand on top of his head, flailing backward in an unusually clumsy movement of sheer panic. There wasn't a point to this, really; he knew the damage had already been done, had seen and heard the evidence with cybernetically enhanced senses, but this knowledge did not stop him from trying to escape the source of his exposed secret.
Why had he thought this was a great idea? He had been so focused on the glorious ideal of having his beloved teacher finally acknowledged by the world, he had never once stopped to consider that there were things he had been keeping purposefully hidden from the obtuse bald man he shared his life with on a daily basis.
But no amount of oblivious disinterest could possibly ignore this blatant confession, spelled out in pure HD quality on a screen the size of a monster, recorded and live-streamed and witnessed by countless throngs of people the entire world over. Even if some benevolent soul somewhere smiled down upon him and allowed for his teacher to be fast asleep during this awful catastrophe of a revelation, there was no way he wouldn't hear of it somehow from another source. Any one of the heroes in this room could mention it; reporters could accost them demanding interviews; innocent passersby on the street could drop it in an impromptu sentence.
This was it. He was finished.
Sensei was "not into dudes." This had been stated innocently enough during the first days of their strange friendship, but had been absorbed by his database for future playback in every excruciating syllable. His teacher would surely be unable to ignore this. Their camaraderie would be ruined. He would surely be kicked out of the man's apartment, carved out of his life as if he had never been-
Genos blinked and realized that he had been staring in horror at the black screen above his head for several moments, and closed his eyes to take a fortifying breath that shuddered on its way into his mechanical mouth.
This was the end.
He turned to face it head on, knowing that his abject terror was visible on every synthetic particle of his cheeks, evident in the widened black eyes and dilated golden pupils.
There would be no coming back from this.
Steeling himself with a pained swallow that his metal body did not actually need (an ingrained habit from his life as a human), he resignedly sought out the face of the bald hero he had fallen so hopelessly for. Would he be horrified, staring at the cyborg in betrayal? Disgust? Confusion? Or -god, this would be so much worse- what if he just stared blankly, unemotional and uncaring; as distant as a burning star in the night sky, completely and utterly unreachable?
At first, all he saw was the barest hint of a smooth head, surrounded by a sea of eyes that alternated between staring at his teacher or staring at the trembling cyborg alone on the wide stage. And then, ever so slowly, the head tilted upward, brown eyes traveling in an arc toward him at an excruciating snail's pace that made his core whirl at a dizzying speed, trying to keep up with the rapid signals firing from his amygdala, struggling to regulate the intense level of fear shooting through synthetic nerves.
And, oh, it was so much worse than he had expected. He flinched in shame at the blank look on his teacher's face, wishing suddenly and strongly to send his core into overdrive and combust right on the spot. Just explode and leave a black scorch mark in the middle of the stage, escape those dark brown eyes that-
...shone?
Why were his eyes shining?
Momentarily distracted by his confusion, Genos activated his optical systems and zoomed in on that one face in the crowd, treasured above all others; despite the tiny voice clamoring in his brain and begging to just leave the stadium entirely, longing to escape back to their tiny, destroyed apartment in Z city, where he had always felt safe. As his enhanced zoom function narrowed in on the strangely glinting face of his teacher, Genos slowly felt his confusion morph into disbelief.
This...this wasn't possible.

Sensei is...crying?

Genos ignored the massive tidal wave of noise that continued assaulting his mechanical eardrums, eyes transfixed upon the incredible, impossible sight before him. Saitama was staring at him as though he'd never really seen him before, features immobile and expressionless...save for the translucent liquid trailing in silent rivers down each cheekbone. The dull, lazy eyes he had grown so used to seeing over their months together had shifted ever so slightly, gazing at him in a kind of lost, vulnerable sort of wonder.
The bald hero was a man whom he adored and respected above all others, even Doctor Kuseno who had loved him like a son and always treated him with gentle kindness. No matter what happened, his teacher was unflappable, a godlike statue unmoved by the chaos of the world around them no matter how dire the circumstance; an impenetrable fortress of raw power and limitless strength. Not even Garou, a man whom had descended into the depths of a monstrous existence the Hero Association had never before conceived of (and was woefully unprepared for), had been able to even mildly scratch the caped hero. He was untouchable, removed from this world; so ascended that even his human emotions had lost the will to fight against that law-defying, all-encompassing power.
And yet...here they were. Staring at each other across a crowded stadium that was entirely too loud, silent rocks in a maelstrom of cheering and raucous whistles, detached from the chaos in their own bubble of connection, his state-of-the-art database glitching under the strain of its own failing calculations - watching in utter disbelief as the strongest man in the universe wept.
One of the A-class heroes sitting beside Saitama reached out to gently touch him, startling the man and breaking their intense stare. Genos realized suddenly that Amai Mask was hissing "get off the stage, you fool!" at him in an undertone that the microphones wouldn't pick up, and wondered idly how long the other hero had been trying to get his attention. With stiff movements, the cyborg prompted a response out of heavy limbs that didn't seem to want to function in tandem with his neural commands. He forcefully lifted one metal foot, and then the other, gradually and slowly clomping across the surface of the stage in a very audible way. All the while, he kept one part of his optic view trained upon Saitama in concern, watching as the man stumbled to his feet in an uncommonly faltering way, swaying on the spot before squeezing through the throng of chairs to the open aisle where he could make his way up to the stage.
They met on the stairs, eyes fixed upon each other as if they were the only two people in the room.
Genos swallowed once more, feeling a phantom sensation of sweat gather on palms that could not produce any. His teacher just stood there in the middle of the path, looking impossibly small and frail on the step below him. The man was slouched more than usual, looking oddly as though he were curling in on himself; was he in pain? He seemed to be favoring his chest for some reason, hands moving toward it and then falling again in an aborted movement; his brown eyes alternated between staring up at Genos' face or the new synthetic skin affixed to his neck.
He was probably going to regret this.
But-
"Sensei...?" he slowly lifted one hand, gently approaching the man with careful movements as though coaxing a wild animal out of a corner. "You...you're crying."
"Yeah." Saitama stared up at him with lost eyes, silent for a long moment. "I know."
Tentatively, the cyborg slowly laid the sensitive pads of his fingers on one pale cheekbone; when the hand wasn't immediately severed from the elbow down, he gently used his thumb to wipe the wetness from under those deep brown eyes. The man's eyelids fluttered shut, coating the top of his lashes in a soft layer of tears that glistened in the light like diamonds when his eyes opened once more.
Beautiful, he thought.



He had never seen Saitama look so utterly dismantled. He seemed so...vulnerable, somehow, as though a wayward breeze might be enough to send him tipping over a nameless edge. Genos immediately activated his analytics program, monitoring the other man's vitals. His pulse, normally so constant and unchanging even in the face of the most terrifying monsters, was higher and more erratic than the cyborg had ever before observed; he could even see it without his scanners, thrumming noticeably in the crook of his neck between the collarbones, beating against the confines of his skin like a frightened hummingbird.
The throngs of people surrounding them were quiet now, hushed and watching openly. Genos could see thousands of eyes trained upon them in every direction, heroes and citizens alike craning their necks to get a better view.
They could all go fuck themselves, he decided. And fuck the cameras too.
There were about 361 questions he could ask in this moment, everything from 'why are you crying' to 'are you in pain' and 'did I hurt you' or 'are you disgusted with me' or maybe even 'why won't you say something!' but he eventually settled for a simple, "Are you okay?"
Saitama blinked slowly, dazed. "...I don't know."
He paused for a moment, absorbing this new information and running several different responses through his internal processor, trying to determine the best possible reply to this non-answer; when suddenly a new voice shouted in the distance: "Just get ON with it alrea-"
Behind Saitama's shoulder, Genos caught a glimpse of Fubuki making a sharp gesture with one wrist, and there was an abrupt clattering noise as the offender's chair uprooted and deposited them on the floor with a muffled curse. Muffled snickers rippled through the crowd like a wave, quickly shushed back into silence as the audience held its breath, waiting to see what the two heroes would do.
"But..." Saitama continued as though he hadn't heard a single thing, his tone and face expressionless. "I want to talk with you, when this is over."
Ah. Well, that sounded ominous.
Genos tried not to think of the worst possible scenarios that phrase could mean, even though his HUD promptly supplied him with an unfortunate amount of possibilities with equally horrible outcomes, and reluctantly lowered his hand from the other man's face. "...yes, sensei."
His eyes lowering to the floor, Genos veered slightly around the other hero and made to brush by him, hating every step. A light pressure made him pause, registering the faint touch on the back of his fingers in surprise.
"Thank you."
The whisper was soft, but so fervent and earnest that oil gathered at the corner of his optics. His beloved hero's voice wavered at the end of the last syllable, cracking under sudden emotional strain and hitching sharply on the last note. The sound made Genos smile reflexively, even as he blinked back dark, viscous tears.
God only knows what kind of ridiculously infatuated expression he just made in full view of the cameras.
Saitama was already moving on, softly padding up the stairs with footsteps as light as a cat. Genos inhaled deeply, hoping the extra oxygen would send calming signals up his synapses toward his frantic brain, and turned toward his chair while forcing his facial features to rearrange themselves into something far calmer than he felt. He sat down with a solemn nod to King and faced his head in the direction of the stage once more, just in time to see his teacher pause to regard the timid waif of a woman standing alone in the middle. The bald man stared at her for a moment as though he weren't sure what to do, then abruptly turned to affix his gaze upon Amai Mask while pointing a lazy finger at the esper girl.
"Psychic power doesn't usually work on me," he announced bluntly, seemingly uncaring of the drying wetness on his cheeks. His voice carried easily in the silent building despite the lack of any microphone. "You're not gonna take it out on her if she can't get my memories, are you?"
Amai Mask floundered for a brief moment, visibly unsettled, then smiled that same charming (fake) smile he was so popular for. "Of course not, why would I?"
Saitama stared at him without another word, extending the moment longer than was strictly polite, and then strode over to the esper. Genos watched his chest extend and then sag with a sharp sigh. Thanks to his powerful hearing, he was able to catch the softly muttered: "Do you have to touch my head?"
The woman visibly panicked, her mouth opening and closing like a fish as she flushed nervously. "Ah- I- that- well-"
Closing his eyes in resignation, the bald man plopped down on the ground in his usual slouched, cross-legged position. "Whatever. Get it over with."
The woman hesitated for a long moment, and then extended a trembling hand to lightly rest on the man's smooth cranium. There was a long and tense silence, in which the audience collectively held its breath and leaned forward in hushed anticipation, waiting for the screen to light up with memories.
Instead, the esper wilted after a few minutes, panting heavily as she turned to peer at Amai Mask in visible fear. "I...it's not..."
The blue-haired man's face twitched slightly, the soft grinding of his jaw visible only to those heroes closest to the stage. Before he could turn to address the audience, Tatsumaki suddenly vaulted above her chair and floated across to the other esper.
"Honestly, how incompetent are you? Hmph!" The green-haired menace lifted her nose in the air. "I guess it can't be helped; I'll lend you some of my power. Be grateful!"
The timid esper flinched visibly, shying away from the antagonistic hero; the aptly-named Tornado made a scoffing noise and reached out to touch the other woman's shoulder without warning. The sheer depth of energy poured into the woman then was so strong that Genos felt several of his screws rattle in their joints. An unearthly green light surrounded the two women, concentrated so strongly on the hand placed upon the hero's bald head that it was almost too bright to look at. The united espers shoved all they had at the seated man, and the cyborg watched in concern as Saitama twitched minutely upon impact.
Yet still, the screen remained utterly blank.
Genos tried to ignore the disappointment curdling within him. Even though he wasn't fond of his teacher being essentially mind-raped, he had desperately wanted to gain a glimpse into the thoughts of such an unfathomable, impossible man. There was even a minuscule chance that he would be able to discern the exact method his teacher had unknowingly used to gain his unlimited power, but...well, that hope died a swift death as the two espers sagged in unison on the stage. Tatsumaki's cheeks flushed in mixed anger and shame as the audience began to grumble discontentedly, just as disappointed with the loss of their chance to truly see the world's strongest hero, hitherto unknown to the masses.
There was a soft chuckle picked up by his enhanced hearing, and then an elegantly dressed woman strode boldly up to the stage, walking with a confident stride as though she owned the stadium. Confused, Genos squinted at Fubuki's willowy form as she marched right up to Saitama and kneeled down in front of him; he noted with amusement that Amai Mask was trembling slightly in rage as his presence was ignored by every superhero gathering on the platform.
The black-haired esper smiled softly, almost tenderly, at Saitama. "You're a mess, y'know that?"
The heroes near Genos leaned forward, straining to hear the whispered conversation that normal human ears would be unable to detect at this distance. He had never been more thankful to be a cyborg than at this exact moment.
Saitama hummed questioningly, tilting his head to the side in puzzlement. Fubuki rolled her eyes at him, then gently used a pristine handkerchief to dry his eyes and cheeks with quick, deft movements, tilting his unresisting head in such a way as to hide her actions from the majority of the crowd.
"What are you doing?" Tatsumaki hissed at her younger sibling, furious that she was being ignored as well.
Fubuki continued to have eyes only for Saitama. "Hey. You wanna be in S class with Genos, right?"
The bald hero gazed at her silently, but she must have seen something in his eyes that was answer enough, for she continued: "If you want to stay at your current rank, you need to do this. Even though it's hard. Even though it sucks."
Saitama shrugged. "I can't force psychic power to work on me."
Fubuki's smile widened into a smirk, her painted lips curling with amusement. "No, but psychic power only works because of strong willpower overcoming another's. And you have the strongest will I've ever seen."
She leaned forward slightly, gazing at him with eyes of steel. "...you need to let go, Saitama. You need to want this."
For a long moment, there was just silence. Only faintly muttered conversations of discontent from the audience broke the quiet hush that had choked the stadium since the end of Genos' memories, while the majority of the remaining people stared in rapt attention at the heroes gathered on the stage.
And then, Saitama bowed his head and let out a long breath. His shoulders slumped, his eyes closed, and Genos' cybernetic analysis informed him promptly that the man's heart rate finally began to slow. He saw Lady Kasumi jolt suddenly as though an electric shock had gone through her slim frame, and then she hastily raised one hand while regaining a firmer grip on the bald head clasped in her other.
The screen finally lit up.
Gasps rippled across the crowd, all eyes careening upward to stare in mingled anticipation; Genos among them, just as eager to witness the life of the most amazing man he had ever known. On the stage, Tatsumaki harrumphed once more and drifted back to her seat, muttering grumpily under her breath. Fubuki remained crouched in front of Saitama, with three fingertips gently resting on one knee, a persistent reminder to let go of whatever strong mental barriers his teacher had somehow managed to construct.
On the screen, a blurry image appeared of a beautiful woman with ebony hair cascading down in sleek waves across her shoulders. The woman smiled prettily, warm brown eyes crinkling at the corners with faint laugh lines.
"Ahhh, my dear Tama-chan," her voice was soft and kind, a gentle melody that wavered only slightly as Saitama struggled to keep himself open to the mental invasion. "How was school today?"
"Mom!" A boyish, impatient voice protested. Genos smiled widely at the sound; how young was his sensei in this memory? Six, perhaps? Seven? "That's not my name!"
"No?" The woman's voice lilted in pretend confusion, her lips quirking up in a sly grin as she tapped her bottom lip. "Are you sure? I could have sworn you were my Tamago-chan."

"I'm not an egg! Why d'you always call me that?"

She giggled sweetly, covering her mouth slightly with the back of one hand. "Why, your head was so smooth and so perfectly round when you were born. Without even the slightest bit of hair - I couldn't help but think of a tiny egg!"
The young Saitama groaned loudly, the screen's viewpoint tilting up towards the wooden ceiling as the boy rolled his eyes. "Mooooooom~! Enough already!"
The mother chuckled once more, an action mirrored by some of the women present in this future audience. Genos heard more than one person cooing with soft affection at the sweet, peaceful scene, and felt his smile widen. This must have been before his teacher began to lose all grasp of his emotions. What a wonderful memory.

"Well, alright then. Tell me, how was school?"

"It's fine." The boy paused for a moment, considering; his mother waited patiently with a knowing smile. "But...I don't like the other kids. They think I'm weird."

"And why is that?"

The scene darted downward to focus on tiny hands that fiddled with the blue strap of a school bag. "I dunno. The other boys're always saying how cute the girls are. I don't get it."
The smile on the mother's face was audible even though they couldn't see her expression. "Is that because you think the other boys are cute?"
"No." The response was immediate, colored with slight confusion. "I don't get that at all. People are just people. Who cares what they look like? A girl can be pretty but really mean. And a boy can be kinda funny-lookin' but super nice."
Genos sucked in a sharp breath. This was unexpected. Even at such a young age, his teacher had been so unintentionally wise; dropping wisdom in casual sentences like trees discarding their leaves in the fall.
"Ah, that's very true." His mother hummed. "Maybe someday you'll find just the right one, and then you'll feel differently."
The boy snorted softly, then peered up at his mother in a thoughtful silence. "But, how would I know if I've found them?"
A beautiful, lopsided (familiar, realized Genos) smile lit up her soft features. "Well, it's hard to say. It can be different for everyone. Some people fall deeply in love from the moment they meet, but for others it is a slow, gradual thing; a feeling that grows over time in bits and pieces, like those flowers we planted over by the willow last spring."
The child considered this for some time, then he confided seriously: "I like flowers. They're very pretty."
The laughter this comment sparked echoed both from the screen and from the surrounding people in the stadium, a gentle amusement from the bold, blunt statements of a child.

"But...how will I know?"

The boy's mother sighed a little, visibly struggling to find a way to thoroughly explain to the child's satisfaction. "Well..." she began slowly. "I suppose it's when you find someone that you feel you cannot live without. Someone who makes every day better just because they're there, just because you want to be with them and they want to be with you; someone you can trust, where you can tell them everything about you without being afraid, and they can do the same with you; someone you just want to be around, no matter what, even if you're just sitting in silence. And-"
Genos grinned a little self-consciously at these words and snuck a glance at his teacher on the stage. Saitama appeared more relaxed and at ease with the situation at last; the image and audio from the screen was coming through clearly now without even a hint of struggle. Fubuki's mouth was moving in gentle murmurs, softly reminding the hero to breathe deeply, relax, let the memories flow, don't listen, focus inward on letting himself go, and so on. An ugly, creeping bitterness stalked through wires and synthetic muscles as he watched; struggling to ignore the sting of jealousy, the cyborg turned his gaze back to his teacher's memories and tried to focus upon them instead. Saitama's mother had stopped explaining by now and seemed to be quietly making some tea across their little kitchen; the young boy was sitting at their dining table, watching silently in that same thoughtful way he retained even now.
"How did it happen with you and father?" the boy asked suddenly, innocent curiosity coloring his tone.
The woman froze; she looked up to smile at her son, but her eyes filled with an uneasy sorrow. There was no answer before the screen went dark once again.
Several flashes of memory swirled by immediately following this, tiny snippets of the child's life; Genos caught a fleeting scene of the young Saitama watching a children's anime on a small TV, thinking innocently: (I want to be a hero too!), followed by a few snatches of gentle laughter and peaceful times spent with his mother. The scenes were beautiful, filled with warmth and kindness no matter how dreary the weather outside was...but Genos couldn't help but feel a strange sense of foreboding as he watched. He had never heard his teacher talk about his family. There were no phone calls, no letters, no holiday plans; before Genos had forced his way into that tiny apartment in the abandoned sector of Z city, the man had lived alone and never had any visitors or gone on any trips.
Which prompted him to wonder...exactly what had happened to this beautiful, kind woman? Where was the father and why did none of these memories include him? Why had the boy's mother looked so strange when asked about her relationship?
It seemed as though he might receive his answer sooner than expected, as the scene changed once more and then lingered. The boy and his mother seemed to be folding clothes together on an open patio, gardening tools stacked temporarily against the side of the table they were working upon. The scene wavered strangely, blinking forward in time with a muffled sort of glitching sound, as though the boy had daydreamed the time away and only just now came back to himself, blinking in surprise at the finished pile of folded clothes on top of the table. The scene shifted to the side, focusing on the empty chair beside him.

(Hmm?)

The view tilted, narrowing in on the clouds above as they drifted slowly by. (...ah, I must have spaced out again..........it's so nice today.)
Genos smiled briefly, amused by the distracted quality of Saitama's thoughts. His teacher was truly different from other people, viewing the world around him with a gentle, quiet lilt to his inner voice that separated him from the bustle and chaos that ruled most lives. Where others would fill empty spaces with noise, Saitama instead faded into the quiet, absorbing it like a sponge and embracing silence like a dear friend.
(I should get these inside.) This thought came as the boy peered back down at the folded clothes on their patio table. In the distance, a woman's voice shouted intelligibly. (...I wonder what mom will make for dinner tonight...)
Thin arms reached out to grab the clothes, bundling them up carefully in a neat stack, and then the scene turned toward the house. Suddenly a man's voice joined the muffled shouting, and then a muted cry of pain rang out in the distance.
(Oh no.) The boy's voice sounded suddenly urgent, strained with worry. (Father must be home.)
Abandoning the pile of clothing carelessly onto the ground, the image on the screen bounced up and down as the child dashed toward the open door. Muffled cries and shouts echoed through the walls, clearly a domestic dispute even though the words were intelligible, becoming clearer with every hurried step the boy took. The young Saitama rounded a corner into the entryway of their small home just as a loud cracking sound split the shouting, skidding to a halt and gasping quietly at the sight before him. A man towered over the boy's mother who was curled up on the floor, one hand shakily grasping her cheek; clasped in the man's left hand was a briefcase that bulged with too many papers for it to properly close. The man appeared ill somehow, with wild eyes and gaunt cheeks that twitched as he panted heavily above the woman, his stance lilting to one side.
Genos closed his eyes for a moment in resignation, the core in his chest aching with phantom pain where his heart had once been. Not all families were as kind and special as his own had been.
But he had hoped...
"Father!" Saitama shouted, voice colored in shock. "What's going on?!"
The boy's mother whipped around in shock. "Tama-chan, go back outside!"
"No!" he shrieked, voice cracking. "I won't let him hurt you again!"
The boy's father twitched in a full-bodied shudder, his eyes glazing over in an almost feral way. "You-!"
He advanced forward, surging across the distance suddenly and without warning. "It's your fault!"
"Wh- wha...?" The boy stammered, edging backward away from the man.

"You're a mistake!! If it wasn't for you, I would still have-"

The image wavered with interference as a loud crunching noise ripped through the stunned silence of the audience. Genos' eyes widened and dropped immediately to the stage, watching as his teacher struggled to remain open to the psychic power coursing through his mind. His hands had clenched around the floorboards beneath him, wildly seeking some kind of anchor, his shoulders hunched up as his shaking fingers gouged furrows into the thick wood beneath him, as easily as a butcher knife hurled through a spiderweb. Fubuki lurched forward, clapping her hands around the bald man's ears and demanding his focus once more, blocking out the sound emanating from above them. Her eyes were wide, filled with sorrow as though she could somehow sense exactly where this memory would lead. Genos supposed that she too had reached the same conclusion as him - that the depression and apathy their friend struggled against had not come as a direct result of his powers, but rather had its roots in an earlier part of the man's life and he had simply ignored it, distantly oblivious as always.
The images on the screen marginally solidified, the memory having jolted forward once more. The irate father seemed to be bulging oddly now, his skin flushed red and surging from within as though a hot balloon had filled with too much air. The sight was unnerving, but far more disturbing was the placement of the man's arms and hands toward the bottom of the screen, harsh choking and gasping noises emanating from the boy's throat as the edges of his vision dimmed and wavered. Genos clenched shaking metal fists around his knees, ignoring the way his arms hummed with building fire or the way King was subtly leaning away from the heat.
If this man was still alive somehow, Genos would hunt him down.
A wild, high-pitched cry rang out, before something long and blunt collided with the man's face. Feminine hands darted forward to roughly yank the boy to his feet, and together the mother and child fled the house to their backyard while the strangely affected man flailed on the floor, the image bouncing as young Saitama stumbled while gasping air into his assaulted throat. This disturbing scene was so departed from what Genos had expected from his teacher's memories, he wasn't sure what to do; part of him wanted to shove his way back up to the stage and throw the esper's hand off, forcibly preventing anyone else from seeing this terrifying memory, and the other half of him wanted to simply gawk in horrified fascination. Beside him, King's pulse had shot through the roof, a loud and intense rumbling that was making other heroes and citizens glance toward him in alarm, but his eyes seemed to be locked on the image above their heads and was therefore oblivious to their stares.
From the screen erupted a gargled scream of pain and rage, and the field of view whipped around quickly enough to see the house explode from within, hurling the boy and his mother to their knees from the force. A misshapen lump crawled out of the rubble within moments, shambling toward them like- like a-
Monster?! Genos wondered incredulously, gasping aloud in shock. His HUD performed several quick calculations but continued to arrive at the same impossible conclusion. The first recorded and publicized monster attacks should have happened after his teacher was 10 years old; it was rumored through the internet and previous records that monsters had occurred before that day, but they had been so rare the public had mistaken them for hoaxes. But here his teacher was...maybe eight? Nine? And thrown right into the middle of a monster evolution during a time when there were no heroes or public forces mobilized to deal with such a thing. How had he even survived?!
The monster on the screen bore little resemblance to the boy's father, having erupted into a larger body with red skin that bulged in odd places like giant pustules. His eyes were misshapen and narrowed, giant black orbs with no pupils or sclera, glowing with an insane feral light. The creature laughed and roared in the same breath, lurching forward and garnering screams from both the boy, the mother, and several members of the audience. The monster was clearly aiming at Saitama, but the boy's mother leapt forward and pushed him out of the way, aiming a garden hoe (of all things?!) at the creature threatening her child. Genos wondered briefly where she could have possibly procured such a ridiculous weapon, then remembered the tools that had been leaning against their small patio table from the beginning of the memory. The scene spun as the young Saitama rolled away due to the force of his mother's push, but then tiny hands scrabbled into view, pushing up and turning to see-
The audience gasped in horror, echoing the sharp intake of breath from the screen.

(Mo- ...no...!)

Genos ground his synthetic teeth together, struggling to maintain composure and not allow the oil gathering in his eyes to fall. The woman had successfully driven her makeshift weapon into the monster's face, but had in turn received a large claw directly through the lower half of her torso. There was no way she would survive such a blow more than a few minutes. Her fate was inevitable.

"MOM!!!"

The scream was almost primal, cracking and splintering in the wake of raw grief. Stumbling forward, the boy rushed to his mother's side as blood gurgled out of her mouth, eyes glazed in pain as she slumped bonelessly over the claw lodged inside her. Her eyelids fluttered weakly, the hands clasping her weapon sliding limply away as her son continued screaming. The monster flailed slightly, attempting to move as it took its last struggling breaths around the tool lodged inside its head.
Overcome with terror and fury, the Saitama of the past lurched toward the overturned table near his fallen parents, wildly grabbing hold of the nearest object his tiny hands could hold - a small garden shovel. With a wavering, high-pitched roar, his tiny hands brought the metal down in an arc and drove it into the monster's face; once, twice, a third, fourth, fifth, unnaturally colored liquid spurting everywhere-


Holy shit.


Never- never at any time had the cyborg imagined his teacher's past to contain such horror and tragedy. He always seemed so nonchalant, so at ease with himself and his place in the world; aside from occasional days of apathy or solemn reflection, Saitama was almost always calm and pleasant. He watched TV, read manga, enjoyed making stupid jokes and lame puns, would casually drop nuggets of wisdom and noble strength; never once had he guessed that blasé demeanor to conceal such grief. Or had the long years covered the wound and helped him to move on, scabbing over and healing in slow increments?
Or...could this be the herald of his teacher's impending struggle? The catalyst to those days where he stared blindly into thin air, his brown eyes glazing over with a dead fog?
On the screen, small hands shook on the handle of the shovel, slipping and faltering on the blood coating it like an obscene layer of paint. Shuddering sobs and gasps punctured the eerie silence, and those horribly, horribly tiny hands finally pulled away from the mangled face of the monster that had once been his father. Those violently shaking hands then tilted ever so slightly, the boy focusing on palms liberally doused in blood and gasping in a way that would surely turn into hyperventilation within moments.
Genos lost the battle against the oil welling in his eyes, and gave up entirely; cyborg tears coursed hotly down his face, flowing openly and forever staining his pants. His ears told him that he was not alone, hitching breaths and quiet sobs echoing through the audience at his back.



The hands on the screen dropped abruptly, and memory-Saitama turned finally to see his mother. Her body was an absolute wreck, a macabre parody of what a human body should look like. There was no doubt that her spine was severed, nearly every organ below her heart obliterated in a single blow.
"M- ...mo-..." Saitama's cracking voice couldn't even finish the word, so he stumbled forward bonelessly to clutch at his mother's broken form. She gasped weakly at the surge of pain, eyes fluttering open to glance blearily in his general direction.
"Ah...Ta..ma...my baby...." her voice splintered around the words, the light in her eyes already fading. "...so sorry...sorry...I-"
"N- stop...don't-" Saitama couldn't even speak, tears welling in his eyes and blurring the pained grimace on his mother's face. "Please...!"
"I love you..." she murmured kindly, eyelids drooping as her voice slurred. "Be...happy...my....little......"
The woman's head lolled forward, features slackening as her pain eased at last.
"No," Saitama hiccuped weakly. He reached out with one tiny hand to caress her beautiful hair, touching lightly as though she might shatter under his fingertips. "No...you can't..."
The hand began to tremble violently once more.  "You can't leave me....don't...don't go!"
She remained unresponsive. Her relaxed features were beautiful even now, contrasting disturbingly with the blood marring her mouth and dribbling down her chin.
"Please...?" The child's voice fractured shrilly. "You...you can call me egg all you want! I won't even complain!"
Sirens echoed in the distance.

"Please- please don't go..."

Quick, hitching breaths rang out from the screen, sharp and utterly horrifying in every way. And then the child made a terrible, heart-wrenching whimper of pain; his voice broke and shattered like the heart that Genos no longer possessed in his chest, but his core ached anyway in his metal frame, scalding like searing fire as oily tears burned down fake cheekbones and-
The broken, keening noise of an animal in pain fractured and then evolved into a primal wail of raw grief that shrieked through the stunned horror of the gathered citizens and heroes, going on and on and on-
Abruptly silenced, the screen went black once more.
Genos gasped shuddering breaths of air into synthetic lungs, his optical implants screaming warnings at him for the heightened levels of distress transmitting from his brain. He ignored them, seeking out the crouched form of his beloved master on the stage and staring in disbelief, utterly overcome. He fervently thanked every deity that their culture had ever dreamed up for the existence of Fubuki, that golden woman who was blocking Saitama's view of the screen whilst simultaneously clamping his ears so tightly that no sound could possibly leak through. Her eyes were wide and unseeing, filled with large tears that spilled across her frozen face in glimmering paths across both cheeks. The cyborg had no doubts that most members of the audience probably looked the same at this exact moment.
Genos had never wanted to explode the screen above their heads more than he did right now. He wanted to go back in time, destroy the stadium before it could be set up for this hellspawn of an idea, kidnap the poor esper forced to use her powers in such an invasive way and hide her where Amai Mask could never find her again, dismantle the cameras before they could record even a single millisecond of this memory that should have never seen the light of day. His stomach was fake, an empty chamber where food was incinerated into biofuel, but it seethed and writhed as if alive once more, filling him with a sense of intense nausea that was more mental than anything physical.
He wanted to weep. He wanted to throw up. He wanted to wake up from this horrible nightmare, because it couldn't possibly be reality. He wanted- yearned to go back to the stage, throw his arms around the man sitting there; hold him so tightly that every memory of that day was erased as if it had never been; never let him go, fill his life with all the love and joy that ended with that one terrible claw.
"Dear God..." choked King from beside him. Genos flinched in surprise, having forgotten the man was sitting next to him. He glanced to the side and stared at the tears staining the normally-stoic man's cheeks.
The screen lit up once more, slow and sluggish as if the esper's powers were somehow weakened. He peered at her sharply and realized she was barely holding on to her composure, struggling to keep her trembling hand steady on the smooth cranium in front of her. Kasumi had curled towards Saitama, as if she were only just barely holding herself back from hugging the bald man. Above their heads, the sounds of a bustling police station rang out and shattered the somber quiet of the stadium. The image solidified on small hands resting limply in a child's lap. Hushed conversations bounced around, policeman discussing the events from the previous memory in horrified murmurs.

"Poor woman-"


"Did you see that thing? What the hell-"


"Freak accident? Mutation?"


"-not trained for this shit, man!"


"Has the Chief reached the-"


(Shut up.)

The small, dead voice was startling after listening to the way Saitama's inner thoughts had previously been - content, peaceful, distracted. There was a dull, lifeless quality to his thoughts now, shrouding them in misery. The boy was apparently concentrating on ignoring the voices surrounding him, because the edges of his vision dulled into a grey void, drowning out color and audio so the voices seemed to be underwater; only garbled sound and formless murmurs remained.
It was kind of disturbing, if Genos were honest with himself. So much of his life for the past 4, nearly 5 years had been filled with an overabundance of information; cybernetic systems presenting him with all kinds of data and statistics from multiple sources at once. Most human brains couldn't handle such an extreme amount of information on a constant basis, but the cyborg preferred it now. To be so thoroughly cut off from visual and auditory senses would be a kind of mental death for him, a useless brain hanging inside a closed metal shell.

"-awa?................-kawa Makoto-san?"

The grey edges seeped away from the screen, color and sound slowly crawling back into their usual place. Eyelids closed in a slow, dazed blink, and then the field of vision panned upwards to stare at a young man dressed in a business suit. He held up a badge for a brief moment, the shape of it blurry as though Saitama (Makoto?) hadn't focused enough back then to remember what it looked like, and then the man forced a small smile onto his face as his hand dropped out of sight.
"Hi. My name is-" and here the audio glitched again, likely due to his teacher never paying attention to people's names for long enough to remember them past their first few meetings. "I'm from a special division of the government dedicated to tracking incidents like this, where people turn into...well, something else. At the moment we're just referring to them as monsters."
The man paused, as if expecting the child to respond in some way, then shifted awkwardly when he did not. "...well. Unfortunately this is the third one this year. We're containing it so far, but if the frequency keeps increasing then eventually the media will-"
"What do you want?" Saitama deadpanned.
That's definitely sensei, Genos mused fondly, grabbing the napkin handed to him by King so he could scrub his stained face. 20 words or less.
Blinking in surprise, something in the man's gaze shifted, a kind of hardened wariness and grudging respect as he realized that he was not dealing with a normal child. "I see. Straight to the point, then."
He handed an official-looking form to the boy, then stuck a hand into his pocket to retrieve a pen as well. "In order to keep these situations under wraps and not incite panic, we have to relocate the survivors. You are not allowed to tell anyone what happened, under any circumstances. Do you understand?"

"....yes."

"Good. As far as anyone is concerned, you and your family died in a freak house fire. There will be three names on the gravestone." The man pointed to the form in the child's hands. "So...I need you to pick a new name. Got it?"
The boy stared at him silently for a moment, then slowly lowered his gaze to the form in front of him. With slow, deliberate movements, he wrote SAITAMA on the line indicated for his given name, then handed the form back to the man.
Retrieving the paper, he squinted at it in bafflement. "Saitama? Like the prefecture before the mega cities were built? Er...mind if I ask why?"

".........it was her favorite place."

The man shifted uncomfortably, unable to meet the kid's eyes. "Ah...I see. Well then, Saitama... we've lined up a foster family for you if you want, or you can just go straight to an orphanage - it's up to you. When you're old enough, we can pay for you to have an apartment, so long as you're still enrolled in school. And-"
The memory fizzled into grey mist, jumping forward once more like a speeding train. Small phrases of dialogue and thoughts jumped out of the screen as the years passed in brief images, each of them a cruel glimpse into a life of misery after the tragedy of his youth. There were images of older children bullying him at an unnamed orphanage ("Freak!!"), asserting the hierarchical authority that Genos had only ever heard of in rumors; a few glimpses of adults whispering amongst themselves ("-kid's so creepy..." "-always has that dead look in his eyes-" "I wonder if that's why his parents left him here-"); solemn days of drifting through life, mourning for a loss that he couldn't reveal to anyone. It hurt to watch his teacher's happy childhood dissolve so suddenly into abject, lonely sorrow.
And suddenly the child became a young teen, his thoughts and voice deeper as he grew through the beginning stages of puberty. Long black bangs were permanently visible at the top of the screen, shifting with the boy's every movement. Genos twitched as a sharp desire to see his teacher with a full head of hair coursed through him, sending a phantom shiver up his metallic spine. In the memory, Saitama was walking aimlessly around the back of a school building, wondering distractedly if he would have enough food to last until the next meager check from the underfunded monster response team arrived in the mail.

(I only have 600 yen left...I'll have to skip lunch tomorrow if I want to eat din-)

The idle thoughts paused as the pre-teen rounded a corner and came across four boys his age, lying prone on the ground. Saitama hummed thoughtfully, then approached the bodies in curiosity, his eyes glancing to one side at a bicycle that had been spray-painted with lewd doodles and words.
"Oi." The screen focused down on the kid lying slightly apart from the other three, an oversized helmet tilting off of his mousy brown hair. "You alive?"
The injured boy stirred with a pained groan, flailing one hand across the ground until he found a pair of large glasses, which he immediately plopped onto his face regardless of the crack running straight through one thick lens. He moved his hand away, looked up at his rescuer, and-
Genos stared. From behind him in the hero section, many rows away, there was an alarmed shout of disbelief from a certain bicyclist.
"WHAT?!"

What indeed.

On the screen, a young Mumen Rider gingerly picked himself up off the ground, favoring one of his injured ribs and trying not to move too fast. "Ah...thank you. I'm sorry to trouble you further, but...do you know where my bike might be?"
Memory-Saitama stared at him quietly for a moment, then casually lifted one finger to point at the defaced bicycle several paces away. The younger Mumen heaved a weary sigh upon seeing the graffiti, then shrugged it off and turned to go check on the other three boys he had attempted to rescue earlier. While he roused the others and helped them get to their feet, Saitama turned to gaze at the bike. His thoughts remained silent, even as he quietly approached the bike and began to rub the paint off with his undershirt, untucking it from his belt with nimble fingers. The boy cleaned in silence, the murmurs and exclamations of the other boys behind him growing fainter as they were presumably led away to the school's office or infirmary.
It was strange to witness such a quiet mind; Saitama didn't even seem to think about his sudden act of kindness, neither before nor during - it wasn't even a prompt from his logical self or inner conscience, but rather seemed to be an instinctual predisposition to selflessness. There was no conscious thought behind it whatsoever.
Genos reeled in awe. Sensei is truly one of a kind.
When it became clear that some of the more...creative graffiti would not be removed by mere friction, memory-Saitama shrugged out of his outer coat, removed the stained undershirt, then quickly buttoned his overcoat back up. He stood and made his way to the nearest sink, then came back outside with a wet shirt and resumed cleaning.
(Hm.) The hand clutching the wet shirt paused, glancing over the bike's frame to make sure there was no further paint marring the surface. It was utterly spotless. (That's better.)
Saitama stood, patting the bike with a gentle brush of one hand, then casually walked away.
From several paces behind him, Genos heard a frantic, hushed whisper from Mumen Rider. "That was him?!"
Genos couldn't help but smile. Even more than a decade ago, his teacher was still so selfless and kind; always doing this sort of charity when no one else would be able to see or credit him for the deed, because he simply wanted to do it. Not for money or prestige, but because it was the right thing to do. Maybe now, the world would finally see how incredible this man truly was. Maybe now the death threats and cruel insults would stop arriving by mail. Maybe now all of the angry glares, cold shoulders, and whispered mockery would end at long last.
On the screen, the memories jumped forward to show an open textbook, while the boy's classmates chattered about the underclassmen who had been assaulted the previous day.
"Oi, Fubuki."
Blinking, Genos narrowed in on the faint murmur coming from the stage, watching as the black haired esper lowered her eyes back to the bald hero she was still shielding from the screen and any audio.
"I've got the hang of it now. Thanks."
Fubuki smirked at him, raising an eyebrow in her usual cocky way; the gesture didn't quite hide the uncertainty in her gaze or the drying wetness on her cheeks, however. Her hands lowered from the man's ears slowly, and she patted one knee with a careless sort of dismissal. "If you say so. Just don't come whining to me later if you find out you can't handle it after all."
The bald hero snorted lightly, choosing not to answer as he craned his neck upward to stare at his memories on the wide screen. It had jumped forward once again, focusing on a scene of a plain ceiling while the TV newscaster reported on the insurgence of monster attacks and how the frequency was growing. "...this is so weird."
Hesitating a few moments more, the esper eventually stood and dusted off her black dress before quickly heading back to her seat. She avoided anyone's eyes while surreptitiously wiping her own with a quick, deft movement. Behind her, the screen began to fill with a grey sort of fog, every visual detail of the surroundings blurring until only the bottom of a string was visible in any kind of clarity, stretching down from the ceiling fan. Even the sound from the TV was muffled into grey obscurity, sounding as though it were far away from the owner's ears. The reporter was still discussing a recent monster attack, but the exact words were now completely undecipherable.

(Stop it. Don't think about that day.)

The view shifted as memory-Saitama rolled onto his side, staring at a grey wall. With a sigh that seemed far too loud in comparison to the muted sounds of rain and television, the boy muttered: "...man...I'm tired."
Eyelids closed and filled the screen with black. When the screen filled with color again, it seemed to be a different day; possibly the next morning. The boy was being obviously bullied by his homeroom teacher, who seemed to be deliberately misinterpreting Saitama's sheepish apology for forgetting his homework. The man appeared to take delight in browbeating the poor student, sneering statements such as "are you stupid?" and "you little punk!" and "I'll teach you how much of a loser you are!"
Saitama did not offer any further protests even after the man had finished, simply turning back to approach his desk amidst hushed whispers and mocking laughter from his fellow students. He quietly sat in his chair and then hunched over his desk, staring down at the grain of the wood while his hands clenched into shaking fists.

(...it doesn't matter. Just ignore it.)

Genos felt like crying again. Had his teacher experienced nothing good at all since losing his mother? Had he really gone through years of trying not to think or remember; alone, bullied, forgotten by the rest of the world? He thought of that tiny apartment they had shared together, a small decrepit building in an abandoned city, silent and devoid of all life; the cyborg wondered if perhaps he was the first person to really even interact with Saitama in more than a superficial way, if his forced insertion into the man's life had perhaps filled up the emptiness that had been there since childhood, and oil gathered in his eyes once more. At this rate, he would surely run out of fuel simply from his own emotions. With a fortifying breath, Genos exhaled and attempted to calm his swiftly whirring core.
The screen shifted through images quickly, briefly showing two older boys sneering at him, a quick glimpse of them stealing money and throwing punches before mocking him for his lack of funds, and then jolting forward as a strange piggy bank monster did the exact same thing to the thugs. As one of the boys lamented the loss of money for his little brother's lunches (That's why they were assaulting other students? Really?), the injured Saitama shoved himself up off the ground and took off after the monster in a hard sprint.
(Everything is so stupid!!) the inner voice of his teacher snarled, sudden rage replacing years of quiet misery. (First I forget my homework and then thugs beat me up...give me back my 200 yen! I'm sick of this!!)
Genos experienced momentary hope for the emotional state of his sensei's younger self, but that was immediately destroyed as the monster took the boy out in a single blow (and wasn't that a strange irony?). The memory lurched forward, pausing briefly on a moment of the homeroom teacher yelling at and mocking Saitama once more, refusing to believe his excuses, and then time jolted once more; the screen focused on a muddy street as the pre-teen trudged listlessly through the pouring rain, heedless of the mingled blood and water that poured down from his hair into his eyes.
(I just don't fit into society...I don't know how to live...) His inner voice was an endless well of hopeless torment and self-flagellation. Genos' torso ached with the sound. (I always end up losing...how can I keep going when I'm so weak?)
Dirty sneakers plodded onward through the storm, careless of any mud and staggering weakly with every step.

(I'm sorry, mom...I don't know how to be happy in this world.)

Genos sighed heavily. He leaned back in his seat, which groaned threateningly under the weight of his bulky metal frame, and resigned himself to watching a life of melancholy and desolation. He had suspected that his teacher's past was not necessarily a pleasant one, simply from the way the bald man purposefully avoided any discussion of such things, but...well, he had hoped to be proven wrong.
The screen glitched forward once again, this time peering down the side of a building at a deserted alleyway much too far below for any kind of comfort.

No...no way, he's not-?!

(It would be so easy...like falling asleep...) came the quiet thought, disturbingly empty of any emotion or inflection in the tone. (What would it matter, really?)
Muted gasps of alarm rippled through the gathered heroes and citizens behind Genos, echoing his sudden overwhelming panic. They were all utterly drawn in to his memories now, transfixed and unable to look away from the screen as though it were an intense movie. He knew, logically, that Saitama was perfectly alive and unharmed, not even a stone's throw from where he was seated, but the fear that coursed through his stiff limbs was undeniable and entirely too strong to ignore. He lurched halfway out of his seat in terror, then clutched at the sides of the chair in an attempt to hold himself back.

Sensei..!!

A muddy sneaker crept further across the edge of the roof, the pre-teen leaning forward just enough to cast a lingering glance at the ground so far below.

(I'm so tired...)

Another inch forward, the boy would surely be teetering precariously. At any moment, a strong gust of wind could throw him to his demise.
A single step-
A gentle, content sigh-
A hint of a lean and-
And-
A loud, feminine scream ripped through the silent encroaching grey void at the edges of the screen, gashing open the boy's concentration like an open wound. He lurched back from the edge, flailing momentarily with his arms shooting past the edges of his vision.
(What- what the hell?)

Another scream erupted once more, this time quickly stifled and muffled. The sound was immediately followed by a distinct crack that sounded horrifically familiar so soon after the boy's earlier memories, and a hushed male voice snarling, "Shut up, whore!!"
Memory-Saitama hurled himself immediately across the roof to the other side, peering over the edge and staring down at an obscene struggle far below his apartment building. In the dark alley, a man was clearly and obviously assaulting a woman, who appeared to be fighting a losing battle and was quickly overcome. Her muffled cries of terror and anguish were utterly chilling to Genos, who had never before seen such an act; neither in real life nor in any television or movies. His teacher had always avoided such things. (Could this memory be the reason why...?)
The audience at his back was getting louder now, protests from people that adamantly did not want to see such things, along with others who seemed to be urging the Saitama of the past to call the police or shout for help, as though forgetting they were seeing something from a past left far behind them.
In the memory, his teacher did neither. Instead, his eyes cast around in every direction, searching the surface of the roof in sudden urgency. His eyes paused and lurched back to focus on a cluster of abandoned beer bottles and cans littering the concrete some paces away, surrounded by discarded cigarette remnants. The boy immediately grabbed the bottles and stuffed them into his shirt, using it as a makeshift blanket to carry more than one or two at a time, then hurried back to the side of the building where the sounds of a struggle quickly grew more disturbing. Saitama leaned over the side for a third time, staring down for a moment as he aimed, then hurled one of the glass bottles with deadly accuracy. His trajectory was true, striking the man sharply on the back of his neck and eliciting a sharp wail of pain as the bottle shattered into his skin. The preteen did not waste even a single moment, quickly launching a second lethal strike; this time the blow struck the man's head hard enough that he toppled over upon impact as glass shards rained down around his fallen body. With the height and angle, Genos immediately surmised that the man had been knocked unconscious. Good.
The woman pinned underneath the man had frozen, her eyes peering up at her savior in disbelief. She was too far to make out more than a general impression of her face above torn clothing, but her expression crumpled in an instant as sobs rang out, carrying easily up to the boy on the roof.

"Thank you! Thank you! Thank-"

"Hurry up and go home!" Saitama called down to her, exasperated.
The woman nodded frantically, scrambling out from under her assailant and stumbling from the alley, clutching her ripped clothes together. Saitama watched her amble down the sidewalk until she abruptly entered a store a few blocks away, likely intending to call the police or ask for help, then he glanced back down at the alley far below his feet.
With his eyes focused upon the unmoving man he'd knocked unconscious, the world suddenly seemed to brighten; colors and shapes seemed clearer somehow, more solid and real to the boy's eyes. A loud thumping reverberated from the screen, the sound of a proud and triumphant heartbeat.

(That...felt really good.)

His gaze lowered to his hand, where an empty bottle was still held tightly and primed for assault.

(I helped her....I...I was able to protect someone, just like- just like-)

Fingers tightened around the bottle so intensely they began to shake with the force of it.

(Maybe...maybe this is how I can live? Maybe this is how I can keep going...by saving others the way you saved me?)

The boy stood there in silence for a long moment, then tilted his head up to the sky and breathed in deeply. His eyes lidded partially and he stared at the clouds drifting lazily by while slowly exhaling; and then, he chuckled lowly, apparently renewed.

(Yeah...just like a hero.)

Genos didn't even try to stop his smile.
And the memories surged onward, traversing the years quickly but pausing just long enough on scraps of memory to get an idea of what was happening - stopping a child from wandering in front of traffic, helping an old lady carry heavy grocery bags, tripping a purse snatcher as they attempted to run by, and many other swift flashes of Saitama learning how to live by helping others, finding purpose in the satisfaction even though his actions weren't always appreciated. Genos was reminded suddenly of that same man, years later, shouting at a mob of angry onlookers that he wasn't a hero for them, but rather because he simply wanted to.
Is this what he meant back then? The cyborg lowered his gaze to the open stage, tracing the unbroken outline of the back of his teacher's bald head and remembering the way his cape had flared in the wind as he turned to stare at Genos in surprise. There had been a kind of tightly leashed storm in those brown eyes back then, a maelstrom of muted desperation and fury, but it had drained swiftly upon the cyborg softly imploring for them to go home. Is being a hero more than just a hobby, despite what he says? Is it...is it because...
The rapid shifting of memories on the screen slowed suddenly, years passed in barely a single minute with hardly any memory being important enough to show, and then suddenly the kaleidoscope of scenes lingered on a view of several thugs smirking and cracking their knuckles above a prone Saitama, leering down.
"Some hero," the apparent leader jeered. "Can't even save yourself. You're nothing."
Genos only had a brief moment to experience the righteous fury that bubbled up inside him at this comment, before the scene shifted and a large crab-humanoid monstrosity filled up the screen.
"What the hell is that?" the cyborg heard Child Emperor mutter from a few seats away. "Gross."
"Huuuuuhh?! Shouldn't you be running away?" the strange crab-man chortled, staring down at his audience with a stretched grin of absent humor. The view blackened as Saitama apparently closed his eyes, the sound of a heavy sigh breaking the silence of the monster waiting for his reply. The beast laughed at him once again, leaning forward to peer down at the strange human. "Are you a new businessman already bored with the daily grind? Ha! I ate too much crab and turned into this - Crablante! I'm surprised you're not running. You got a death wish, is that it?"
Genos' mouth twisted with morbid humor. Of course his teacher wouldn't be rattled by this monster; he had seen something far more terrifying many years before.
Memory-Saitama paused for a brief moment, then deadpanned in his usual deep tone: "You're wrong about one thing. I'm not a businessman, I'm unemployed. And I'm looking for a job. I just had an interview and failed miserably. I don't care about anything right now. So I'm in no mood to run...just because you're here."
Silence reigned after this pronouncement, the casual disinterest of his voice so all-encompassing that Genos nearly missed the fact that Saitama had not denied wanting to die. A chill traveled down the synthetic nerves of his metal spine and he sat up straighter, horror creeping in. Does sensei still feel that way...?

"So. What happens now, Crablante?"

The vapid grin on the crab man's strange features widened into a disturbing serial killer smile with entirely too much teeth, a feral, hungry light showing in the eyeballs perched on red stalks above his wide mouth. Genos experienced a moment of fresh terror for the safety of his teacher, despite knowing that the man was obviously perfectly fine and unharmed; there was just something incredibly unsettling about this crab monster. He wondered if perhaps the man had been a murderer before transforming, since he seemed to enjoy the thought of killing with an almost perverse pleasure.
An enlarged claw reached out toward the screen, the lethal point mere centimeters away from the eyes that had been there in the past. A frisson of nervous gasps and titters spread through the audience as people leaned back in their chairs, forgetting that the monster was long removed from their existence in this time. "Kukuku! Your eyes are lifeless, just like mine. From one set of lifeless eyes to another...I'll let you go this time."
The beast lumbered around Saitama in the memory, the view on the screen following his retreating form, and then the crab man paused. "Besides..."
He turned, that same hungry grin stretching his mouth below bloodshot eyes. "I'm hunting different prey right now."
The monster turned and stomped away again as he continued confiding in the strange human who hadn't feared him like so many others. Helpless chuckles escaped from several members of the populace gathered in the stadium, likely amused by the large white underwear covering the place where human legs merged into a red crab shell. "A big-chinned brat. And when I find him...I'm gonna rip his arms off!"
Memory-Saitama continued to watch the monster striding away, then calmly turned around and trudged off in the direction he'd been headed in originally. The memory glitched, surging forward to a different location of town, and then the field of view panned upwards in a slow and casual way, tilting to the side just at the right time to catch sight of a small black-haired boy with an absurdly large chin. Soft gasps rippled through the audience once more as the boy stared blankly back at the screen. Genos noted with interest that the board members from the Hero Association, seated on a far end of the stage, were stirring and exchanging meaningful looks with wide eyes. A few of them even grabbed their phones and began to type quick messages. Perhaps this child was important somehow?
"What're you lookin' at?" the boy demanded rudely, his expression melting away into a condescending glare.

(Th- the big-chinned brat! If he's caught, he's dead!)

The child continued messing about with a large soccer ball, content to ignore the weird man standing there just gazing at him silently.
"Hey, kid..." Saitama's voice seemed tentative, hesitating over the words. "Were you messing with a big crab monster?"
"Huh?" replied the boy, tilting his head to peer up at the adult once more. "He was sleeping in the park, so I drew nipples on him."
The memory-Saitama continued staring at the child, mentally arguing with himself whether to get involved or not, and then slowly began to turn away- right as the monster appeared once more. The view on the screen surged forward as the man swiftly rescued the boy, leaping away from the clawed strike while shouting internally: (What the hell am I doing?!)
Ignoring his own struggles, Saitama instead focused on the endangered child, snapping at him to run and then yelling in disbelief when the (idiotic, thought Genos privately) boy resisted on account of his ball, of all things. And then-

"Hahahaha! You look like the villain in this anime I used to watch!"

Sensei... Genos groaned, wincing as the view on the screen tumbled dizzingly from Saitama flying through the air on the receiving end of a fearsome jab from one large claw. Honestly, did the man truly have that much of a death wish that he would bait a monster without even a single superpower?
Or...perhaps one superpower, Genos amended thoughtfully as the man hurled a rock into the crab's head with absurd, inhuman accuracy. It was rather uncanny how his aim seemed to be so flawless, even at a young age from that earlier memory. Perhaps his teacher had always been predisposed to physical excellence, and simply hadn't been aware?
"Wait a second..." panted Memory-Saitama, blood trailing into one eye as he stumbled back toward the creature. "I can't watch you kill a kid; I'll have nightmares. And I remembered something else..."
At the bottom edge of the screen, a hand reached up to loosen his striped tie. "When I was a kid, I wanted to be a hero. Not some damn businessman...but a superhero who could send shameless villains like you flying with one punch!"
The man shrugged out of his suit jacket and tossed it into the air with a grunt. "I'm done looking for a job. Bring it on, crab!"
The audience cheered immediately, caught up in the energy of his words, but their joyous cries stifled quickly as the view of the monster and the scenery fractured and tilted as the fledgling hero reeled back from multiple strikes, blood flying from every impact.
"Some hero you are!" crowed the monster, unknowingly echoing the thugs from the previous memory. "You don't stand a chance!"
This was quite true, all things considered, but Genos watched in eager adoration on the edge of his chair as Saitama rallied at the words, dodging the claw and vaulting over the monster's head in an impressive display of physical fitness. There was a brief view of the man's hand expertly snagging one of the eye stalks with the tie he'd managed to slip off while executing his desperate jump, and then the audience was treated to a view of the ground below the fledgling hero's shoes. On the edge of the screen, two fists clung white-knuckled to the straining cloth of his suit tie, whilst a loud, horrific scream of agony split the silence - somehow not loud enough to cover the disturbingly wet squelching noises of the monster's innards ripping and tearing. The cyborg heard several people retching around the stadium behind him, but he had eyes only for the screen, biting down on the inside of his synthetic lips to suppress the wide grin threatening to break out on his face.
This was it. This was the moment his beloved sensei had taken those first steps down the path toward the white cape he donned so proudly. This was the moment that started Saitama's three-year training course to become the strongest man the world had ever seen.
He could hardly remain still in his seat, so great was his elated joy.
"Huh..." his teacher hummed absently from the stage, just barely audible even to his enhanced senses. "Has it really been almost four years, now? Man. Time flies, I guess."
From the screen, that same voice rang out proudly, a fiery strength just beginning to bloom from within. (This is it. I can do this. I will become a hero.)
Genos could no longer suppress the delighted grin overtaking his jaw, watching with incandescent joy as the screen whirled through the days of his teacher's training, only pausing long enough to gain brief glimpses of long hours spent doing the exact same workout he had been told from the beginning of their odd friendship: 100 push-ups, 100 sit-ups, 100 squats, and a 10 km run every single day.
He witnessed the times that his teacher would sweat agonizingly in the heat of summer, staring blearily up at the ceiling desperate for a reprieve he would not allow himself; and the times in winter where his sensei huddled, alone, under threadbare blankets trying to remember what warmth felt like; and the times in between, filled with acts of kindness toward others, desperate fights against strong enemies that drew more blood from Saitama than he could repay with the wounds he clumsily gave them, and even the rare moments of villagers thanking him in the only way they could - gifts of candy, clothes mending, whatever food they could spare for a man that did not spend his days at any job. His teacher was dedicated, relentless, and unyielding, even when spitting blood onto the concrete in between shuddering push-ups, even when seeing the growing pile of hair gathering on his pillow as it fell out during the night.
Surely this ridiculous workout could not truly be the source of his universe-defying power?
Only the audience's disbelieving murmurs and a pained groan from the screen answered his plea, as the Saitama of the past curled in on himself and groaned weakly, then shoved determinedly to his feet and began his run for the day. It was evident that he should not have been on his feet at all, as his agonized, labored gasping filled everyone's ears. There was no thought behind it whatsoever, not even a complaint of pain, and there was not an ounce of hesitation in his stride as he leapt to a small child's rescue and saved him (and his tiny dog) from a speeding car. But as the man turned to walk away, he grunted in surprise as another wave of pain came over him, and the screen tilted downwards to focus on the cement beneath the memory-Saitama's feet as he curled in on himself once more.

(That pain again...I'm feeling it more frequently. Have I pushed myself too hard?)

Obviously, Genos thought with fond exasperation for his ridiculous teacher. Perhaps the man's true superpower was his impossible ability to survive no matter what awful things happened to his body or the world around him.
The scene was interrupted by a rather loud and obnoxious humanoid monster, and Saitama immediately launched himself forward, one hand already raised in a fist, before groaning and fumbling the strike enough that he was overtaken by the creature's fearsome punch. The world surged by as the hero's body was hurled straight through a truck and into a wall with the deafening sound of glass, plaster, and concrete shattering around them all.
"How the hell did he even survive that?" muttered Child Emperor lowly, staring in bafflement up at the screen and startling Genos from his obsessed reverie. He blinked in surprise at the blinking red light in the corner of his optic view - he hadn't even realized he'd been recording. H-how long have I...?
(My body...!) groaned his teacher's thoughts from the screen, distracting him once more. (I can't...no! This is no time for whining! My limits...I must- I must surpass my limits!!)
After one last attack from the monster - which would have easily shattered every bone in a normal human's body, the man in the memory sagged bonelessly to the ground in a daze, staring at a single tooth lying next to him.

(Huh. So much for that cavity...)

Memory-Saitama vaulted immediately to his feet, apparently feeling no ill effects anymore whatsoever. The screen's view crinkled at the corners as the hero presumably grinned at the monster, before he surged forward and dropped the creature in a heap of blood and torn skin from a single punch. And then he absently carried on with his daily run, whistling with renewed cheer.
The memories picked up speed again, flitting through unending days of the same routine, but Genos simply sat where he was and gaped at it without truly seeing it.
Was that it?
This whole time, the source of his master's strength was actually his unyielding dedication? His incessant, unbreakable willpower, driving him to break his own limits and simply ignore what the human body was supposed to be capable of? He had once told the leader of the House of Evolution that the true power of human beings was the ability to change themselves on their own, but...
What, then, could Genos possibly do to match that strength? When he himself had willingly given up his human form and allowed himself to become a walking, talking hunk of metal alloys and twisted screws?
If Saitama was right (and his master was always right), then there would forever be a limit that he could not overcome. A barrier that technology and metal could never go beyond, forcing him onto a plateau of stagnation and mental decay as his brain aged but his body remained, unchanging and immortal but unable to function as the last human parts of him withered away.
An unbreakable wall between him and his sensei.
He'd been wrong, before. This was the true end. This was what would drive the last wedge between them. How could Genos ever stand beside him, on equal footing, when he had given up the one thing needed to ascend to that incredible strength? He was no longer human. They would never be equal, not now that he was a cyborg.
Genos would never be able to reach him.

"This is my final achievement. It's everything I have. I can already see a real hero in you... You inspired me to make this suit."

Blinking away dark oil from the corners of his eyes, Genos slowly refocused on the screen he'd been staring at without truly seeing any of it. There was no knowing how much he had missed in his melancholy distraction.
A familiar yellow suit was held up for the audience's view, complete with a large white cape clasped to each shoulder.
Oh, he realized dully. This must be the tailor sensei told me about.
The scene jumped forward without warning, treating everyone to a view of masculine hands slipping on a pair of shiny red gloves and adjusting the yellow suit on a finely muscled body. The view tilted upwards and focused on-
Startled, Genos twitched violently in his seat as his teacher's face filled the screen, staring neutrally into a mirror with beautiful ebony locks falling down into his eyes. This was a Saitama he had only ever dreamed of in an occasional, wildly imagined fantasy; a Saitama who had not yet lost any hair as the price for his incredible power. His jaw fell open silently, slack with awe.
Saitama had always been a striking, handsome man with his narrow eyes and sharp facial features, but the loose black hair tousled gently around his eyes and cheeks made him appear far younger - softer, somehow. As though he were a normal man you might pass on the street or in a grocery store, instead of a hero that casually saved the world without hardly even trying.
Gentle puffs of steam escaped the holes in his shoulders with a quick, high-pitched whine that made him duck his head a little in embarrassment.

S-So cute!!

Beside him, King released a soft, nearly inaudible cough. Genos deliberately did not think about how close it sounded to a laugh.
The scene jumped forward again, several months blurring by in a rush of images that paused only long enough to hear brief thoughts or comments from the lonely hero:

"Right? Having overwhelming strength is...pretty boring."


(As the days pass, my emotions grow more distant. Fear, tension, joy, anger...I feel none of them anymore. In exchange for power, maybe I've lost something that's essential for a human being?)


"I've become too strong..."

How horrible. To finally achieve his greatest dream, only to find at the end that it wasn't at all what he really wanted and brought him no joy.

Sensei...

Suddenly, the whirling images froze briefly on an all too familiar day, seen from new eyes.

"Please, tell me your name!"


"Huh? Uh...it's Saitama."


"Please take me as your disciple!!"


"Oh...okay...?"

The scene turned and then all movement froze. "Wait, what?"

(Is this guy for real?)

A door opened to reveal a nervous cyborg standing stiffly at attention. "Sensei!"

(Oh my god, he actually showed up. Seriously? I have nothing to teach this kid.)

Genos slowly sunk down into his seat, feeling his shoulders warm with building steam. Shit. He hadn't thought about this part of seeing his teacher's memories.
I don't want to know, he thought frantically. I don't want to hear how little he thinks of me!!

"Uh...what was your name again?"


"It's Genos, Saitama-sensei!"


"...sorry, but could you stop calling me that?"


"Master!"


(Oh my god that is so much worse. What's with this kid? Does he ever chill out?)


"Don't call me that either."

The cyborg felt an irrational urge to crawl under his chair, curl up in a ball, and just burst into flame. Yes, that would do quite nicely.

"Please teach me how to become strong like you, sensei!"


"...hmm."


(Ahh, what the hell. He seems really earnest, no harm helping him out a little. Now what was his name again...)

Or perhaps Kuseno had a need for some extra cyborg parts. Maybe he could just be a floating brain in one of those glass cylinders in the workshop.

"I don't mind teaching you, but it'll be tough...are you ready to take it on?"


"Yes, sir!"


(Hm. Good. He seems like he could be really- ...what the hell is he doing? What's up with this guy? Does he ever slow down?)

Or maybe Fubuki wouldn't mind using him to refurbish some of those shiny cars they were always driving around. He could be a fancy GPS or a-
Wait.
Weren't these supposed to be important memories in his teacher's life?
So... so then...

(Hm, this guy's pretty good. It's kind of cool to watch him fight.)

Genos sat a little straighter, preening. So he had impressed his sensei just a bit, even way back then?

(Hey...this is a little fun. It's kind of nice to have a student, I guess.)


"There are two life-forms coming this way."


"-Genos?!"

Genos winced as his past body was shoved into the nearest wall, acrid smoke billowing out from the abused metal.

"Eh? ...o-oi..."

(He's...is he okay? He's not responding...) The scene turned and craned upward to stare at a large beetle-shaped monster.

(I'm gonna squash this cockroach.)


"You'll pay for making Genos look like modern art! Lead the way!"

Snickers erupted from the heroes around them, but Genos sat stiffly and continued staring up at the screen, hungry for more. If these memories were being shown, then... then surely he was important to his teacher? Perhaps more than he had ever suspected or dared to hope?
The scenes progressed quickly, only lingering on small moments - like the fight with Ashura Kabuto, where apparently his sensei had actually dashed forward to catch him after his mangled body was hurled across the room (how had he missed that?!), or when Saitama had offered to allow Genos to become his disciple if they registered together, and also-

"I'll be counting on your guidance as my mentor from now on!"


"...sure thing."


(Oh crap. Maybe I shouldn't have said I'd make him my disciple after all. Especially a guy like him...)

Genos flinched a little at this thought, but before he could even begin to feel any shame, the time in the memory had jumped forward once more, showing a small path as the older hero stared down at his trudging feet, walking home during an orange sunset.

(Genos is actually really amazing...)


!!!!!

He swallowed reflexively, feeling his core whirl ever faster just like the heartbeat he'd left behind long ago. Did Saitama really think such things about him? But he'd always acted so grumpy with their continued friendship... well, at least at the beginning. Actually, now that he thought about it... Saitama had been rather kind to him lately. They interacted comfortably with each other, going through their days side by side, hardly any conflict between them. The peaceful days (in between monster fights, of course) had been a balm to his grieving soul, a way to reclaim the untroubled days of his youth which had been filled with love and gentle companionship.

Could it be...? Sensei actually really likes spending time with me?

He glanced back up at the screen eagerly, hoping to have his hypothesis confirmed somehow.

"Can I live here?"


"Hell no."

Ah. Perhaps not.

(Uggggh. I know he said he'd pay the rent, but... I really just don't know what that guy expects from me. He's been doing all the cleaning and cooking, too. Why is he wasting his time here? I have nothing to teach him. He's always staring at me and saying such weird things about me, too.)


"Like I'm all that great...sheesh."

Saitama really never believed a word out of his mouth, did he? It had always baffled Genos that his teacher could be so modest and humble, despite his incredible power.
But now, knowing what he did about his teacher's horrifying past...was it really any wonder that the hero struggled to believe those compliments? When everyone else around him had always been so cruel, so dismissive of his worth?

"-21 minutes left until the meteor hits Z City."


(...wait- what meteor?)

The view on the screen refocused immediately on the small television that used to sit near the window of their old apartment.

"Experts say that Z City will be completely destroyed. S-class heroes Metal Knight, Silver Fang, and Demon Cyborg are on the scene, but it appears as though they are so far unsuccessful in stopping-"


(Hold on. Demon Cyborg...isn't that Genos? So then, he's...)

The view of the TV on the large screen above their heads suddenly shot upwards as the Saitama of the past leapt to his feet and then dashed around the apartment at a ridiculous speed, shedding clothes and changing into his hero outfit with a desperate fervor.

(No meteor is gonna fall on my city! And certainly not my student!)

The memories zoomed onward quickly, showing brief glimpses Saitama's race across the city to reach Genos and Bang before the meteor could land, his path through the meteor that shattered it upon impact, the aftermath of his actions where a crowd of people shouted and jeered in a circle around him, demanding that he quit his life as a hero.

"Give it up! Give it up! Give it up!"


(No. I can't. I have...nothing else.)

So. He'd been right, after all.
The thought was not a comforting one.

"I'm the one that smashed the meteor into pieces! Got a problem with that?! Say it to my face! I'm all ears!!"


(This is all I have left after I lost the will to live. I can't give it up.)


"Let me make one thing clear! I'm not a hero because I want your approval! I do it because I want to!!"

The crowd of people was suddenly replaced by a view of Genos himself, staring determinedly at the audience. His jaw was set, eyes blazing gold and resolute in fierce determination. "Even if the public doesn't appreciate you...I will still follow you."

(....why? Why are you so...)

The point of view turned swiftly, showcasing the destroyed remnants of Z City.

"You don't have to butter me up. Really."


(I don't understand. What does he see in me? Why is he the only one who...)

The memory jumped forward quickly, showing an empty city street deluged by an intense rainstorm. On the edge of the screen, the faint outline of a cellphone held in one white-knuckled fist was just barely visible.

"The monster even took out a class S hero!"


(Class S? It can't be.....Genos?!)

A view of the cyborg in question then appeared on the screen, a macabre wreck of his mutilated body drenched in pouring rain.

(Shit! Is he-)


"H-Hey Genos!! Are you alive?!"


"S...sen- s- -sei..."


(Oh, good. He's okay.)


"Hang in there for a second..."


(How dare this bastard hurt my student.)


"I'm gonna go kill this sea-freak."

The memory jumped forward a few minutes, finally giving Genos an insight into those moments where he had stared beseechingly at the older hero, desperately wishing he would stop talking and taking the city's blame and hatred onto himself.

(No. I won't let you belittle their sacrifice. Can't you see how hard these guys fought for you? How they gave it their all and almost died?)


"Good thing I was late! I hardly did anything! But I beat it alone!"


(Stupid punk. Genos almost died for you.)


"Hey, spread the word! Even if I just swooped in at the end, I finished it off! If you tell anyone I showed up last, I'll knock you one!"


(Dammit. I wish I was half as cool as them. This isn't the kind of hero I wanted to be.)

Genos bit the inside of his polymer lips, hating every word that emanated from the screen. His sensei shouldn't have to endure such agony simply for achieving his dreams of strength and power. It wasn't fair.

"Sometimes I wonder if I'm even human anymore."

A brief glimpse of Genos' stricken face filled the screen suddenly, and then the expression crumpled into one of agony as he buried his head in his hands, dark liquid dripping from between his fingers.

(No. Don't cry for me.)

The words they had spoken to each other at this moment in time warbled through the screen, distorted as his teacher focused more intently on the cyborg's face, hidden behind dark oil and shaking metal hands.

(It's not so bad...not with you here.)

Genos sucked in a sharp breath. Could he...could he truly believe that? If he was able to ease some of Saitama's pain, even a little... If he somehow made life even slightly worth living for this incredible, powerful, broken man...
Well.
There weren't really any words that could possibly encompass the depth of how much that meant to him.
The screen switched abruptly once more, showing a glimpse of-

Oh, fuck.

Completely slaughtering the silent, stoic image he'd always portrayed himself as for the mass public, the giant screen filled with a (terrible, horrifying, mortifying) image of himself dancing wildly in the tiny kitchen of their last apartment; his hips swayed to a beat that could only be heard within the confines of the cyborg's skull, humming openly as he danced and gyrated across the room, alternating between stirring the contents of pots on the stove and preparing ingredients on the counter, wearing that pink apron he was unfortunately fond of. Completely unbeknownst to the cyborg swaying to an unheard beat, the Saitama of the past had craned his head backwards at an awkward angle in order to stare into the room through the kitchen pass-through. Muffled explosions and dramatic sound effects overlaid the scene, emanating from the television that Saitama was seated in front of - and not paying a single shred of attention to.
"Please, just kill me now," Genos muttered, hunching down in his chair as if he could somehow melt through the floor. Beside him, King quickly stifled an abrupt snicker, his shoulders twitching with the effort. He could almost feel Fubuki's quiet, malevolent glee from several rows behind them.

(Sometimes I forget how young he actually is.)

Genos warily glanced back up at the screen, watching as his teacher quietly stood and moved stealthily into the hallway, where he was able to lean around the edge of the door and gaze openly into the kitchen. The cyborg groaned quietly, trying not to analyze the estimated millions of people who were likely watching this around the world (and probably laughing at him). Surely he would have no secrets or dignity left at the end of this day. Fucking Amai Mask.
(Look at him,) Memory-Saitama thought wistfully, his internal voice hushed as if he would somehow be overheard. (He's so...vibrant. So full of life.)
Genos swallowed heavily, an instinctive nervous reaction left over from his days as flesh and blood.
On the screen, his teacher watched attentively as his past self danced through the tiny room, whirling closer as he reached out to open the refrigerator. Consequently moving closer to Saitama in the open doorway, the cyborg visibly startled, his golden eyes widening in horror as he realized he'd been seen. His normally stoic expression morphed into a boyish, nervous grimace of embarrassment - if he'd been more than wire and metal, there could be no doubt in anyone's mind that his face would be bright red.

"S-sensei! I'm sorry, I didn't mean to- I hope I'm not disturbing you! Please forgive me!"


(He's more human than I am.)

Genos stared in dismay at the screen, his chest cavity aching with a phantom pain despite the lack of nerve settings inside. Saitama-sensei...
As if this morbid thought hadn't just crossed his mind, Memory-Saitama snorted and waved one hand dismissively at his student. "You can relax and be yourself, man. It's your home too!"

"I- .......home?"

The baffled question was evident on every inch of his cybernetic face.

"You've been here for a few months now, Genos, of course it's your home."

Wide golden eyes stared out at the audience, filled with a deep, quiet longing. They stared at each other in silence as the cyborg slowly parsed through the sentence, his expression creased with an old, gentle sadness. "I...haven't had a home for a long time."
Saitama just looked at him for a moment, and then raised an arm to clasp his hand on one bulky metal shoulder.

"Okaeri, Genos."

Memory-Genos gazed back at his teacher, a wide, radiant smile slowly stretching his lips. His black sclera glistened faintly, a hint of oil shimmering rainbow colors at each edge, refracting off of his brilliant golden pupils.

"Tadaima...Saitama-sensei."


(His smile is like the sun.)

Genos' jaw hinges slackened slightly, parting his mouth in open surprise. This was a memory from the early months of their companionship, and yet...even so, his teacher had thought such kind things about him? He'd never even hinted-
His phone vibrated gently in his pocket. Distracted, he slipped it out onto his palm and tilted it upwards.

Fubuki: Oh my god you are both so fucking precious.

Fubuki: I think I'm going to vomit.


Scowling, he replied with a rude emoji, immediately annoyed. He was grateful to her for her assistance to Saitama during the horrifying beginnings of his memories, but gratitude only went so far.
Resolving to ignore any further responses or messages from the irritating woman, he deliberately turned his phone off so he could focus fully on the precious memories being revealed. Several quick moments in time appeared one after the other in succession on the screen, utterly silent but filled with a quiet sense of peace - master and student, going through the daily motions of life together, attending festivals, fighting monsters, cooking, shopping, and sometimes just sitting in each other's presence without feeling the need to actually speak. And then, the view shifted to show a strange humanoid being with one large eye, surrounded by a shock of wildly lavender hair standing straight up on his narrow skull. The blue-skinned creature (man? Alien? Monster?) gracefully stood from a large throne, his crimson cloak billowing around the golden armor encompassing his body.

When did this happen...? Who is that?

"You the boss of these invaders?" Saitama's voice rang out lazily, wholly disinterested.
Completely ignoring this statement, the blue creature uttered a single, exultant word: "Wonderful!"

"...eh?"


"Before we fight, let us exchange names!"


(Huh? What's up with this guy?)


"I am the leader of the pirate band known as Dark Matter. I am also known as the Dominator of the Universe. I am Lord Boros."


(Oooookay....he's an interesting one. Eh. Whatever, might as well introduce myself.)


"I'm a hero for fun- er, I mean, a professional hero. My name is Saitama."

The singular eye widened with a dark, vicious joy. "Saitama!" The name was hissed out of a mouth filled with entirely too many sharp teeth; a shark's smile in a twisted humanoid face.
Genos' mouth curved into a scowl entirely without conscious thought as he watched the creature's face stretch with a possessive, unholy glee.

(...this guy seems a little intense.)

"Look, I don't know what the Denominator of the Universe wants with Earth-" and here several members of the audience snickered delightfully at the (terrible) pun. "-but you're not getting away with trashing City A."
"What I want with Earth?" echoed Boros, his razor-edged smile widening as he began to descend the stairs toward his new prey. "There exists a prophecy."
"Prophecy?" Saitama repeated, the top of the screen darkening as his eyes narrowed in the past. "And that means...?"

"Once, I traveled the universe, ravaging every planet in my path. But I was too strong. Eventually, there were none left who could challenge me. I came to know the torment of utter, all-encompassing boredom."


(That.....sounds a lot like me.)

A slow, foreboding chill began to creep into Genos' nerve receivers. Was this- if this was during the alien invasion, then was this the cause of that immense deluge of apathy his teacher had suffered afterward? Had his sensei, perhaps, found some strange cruel kinship with this monster?

"At that time, a seer told me this: on this far off planet, there exists someone who can match me and rekindle my passion for battle." The pirate paused for a moment as if expecting a response, then continued when he received none: "That was 20 years ago. Do you have any idea of the distance I have traveled to reach this place?"
Boros approached Saitama confidently, filling the screen with his upper body and face as he stepped close to the superhero. His one eye reflected an eager hunger, tentative excitement beginning to blossom as his voice curled hypnotically around the syllables he spoke.
"My men thought the prophecy was a ruse, made up to lure us away." He leaned closer to the hero, shark smile widening in hungry delight. "But now I am certain! Come! Give meaning to my pointless existence!! For that is why I am here."

(Fine.)

The fierce punch came out of nowhere, a whiplash of unbridled power and mild annoyance. The creature called Boros was flung backward and crashed into a pillar on the far side of the cavernous room, sending a large plume of dust and metal pieces into the air and obscuring his undoubtedly broken form.
"Are you stupid?" questioned the hero dubiously. "You can't just go around attacking other planets because you're bored. Even telemarketers wouldn't do that."

(Even I wouldn't do that.)

The billowing dust cloud dissipated and revealed the alien's legs hanging lifelessly out of a crater in the pillar. Genos smirked, reveling in his teacher's unmatchable strength.

What a fool. He should have-

The legs twitched, and then began to move.

........what?! Th-that's not possible!

Genos stared in absolute horror as the alien righted himself and then stood, apparently unharmed; he was rooted to his seat as the foundations of his world shattered around him. His teacher had never encountered a single enemy he could not destroy with one simple, casual punch; the cyborg had begun to believe it was a universal truth, almost a law of physics unto itself - Saitama's power could not be withstood.
And yet-
And yet-!!!
The golden armor encrusted on Boros' long blue limbs shattered and fell noisily to the floor, revealing bulging muscles that rippled with sheer power.
"Huh," mused Saitama thoughtfully.
"This suit of armor, used to seal in my immeasurable, irresistible power..." the Dominator of the Universe spoke lowly, almost reverently. "...has been broken."

"...OK."

Still reeling from the sudden upheaval of everything he'd known for the past year, Genos barely heard a word of the memory or the shaken, chattering audience surrounding him. His teacher had confided that the leader of the alien invaders was the strongest guy he'd ever seen, but somehow that casual comment hadn't quite penetrated his unshakable belief in Saitama's unmatched power. Though his superhero outfit had been rather disheveled and ripped at the time, the man himself had been entirely unharmed - so the cyborg had of course assumed that a single punch had felled the alien, as a natural course of events.
On the screen, Boros crossed his arms over his face in a strange sort of ritualistic pose, his muscles tensing in preparation. In the memory, Saitama simply stood and quietly observed every move, waiting for the incoming battle with an oddly resigned silence. With a grunt, the lurid purple markings all over the alien's body shuddered and then exploded into an electric blue; lightning crackled across his blue skin as it darkened into the midnight color of a night sky. His lavender hair shivered as if in a gust of wind, brightening into a shock of neon pink as electricity coursed through the alien's body. The sheer power of his aura lifted rocks and pieces of debris, sending them flying towards Memory-Saitama and bouncing off of the metal walls of the giant room.
That one, giant eye opened once more, focusing upon the human hero before it with a feral, unbridled joy.

"It is time!"

The collision that followed was one Genos would never, ever forget. Even if he were not already recording the sight before him, nothing could have ever deleted this from his memory storage.
It was a battle of gods.
Time held no meaning. Sound was irrelevant, even though the resulting explosions were entirely overwhelming in their intensity. The world-shattering power of this one moment in time, watching a single being actually match Saitama's unlimited speed, meeting those unfathomable fists with punches of his own, nearly disregarding the laws of gravity and momentum as they shot around the cavern like unstoppable ping pong balls - it was utterly mind-blowing.
Their fists detonated firestorms when they touched.
Their feet left gouges in solid metal like a volcanic eruption.
Their every movement sparked maelstroms of displaced air.
Wild. Uncontained. A sheer force of nature.
Can this even be called a battle?  Genos gasped in the privacy of his own mind, his eyes open as wide as they could possibly stretch in order to record even the most minute detail. This is a fucking cataclysm. They could destroy the entire planet without even trying.
He was suddenly, inexplicably, immeasurably thankful that Saitama was the one person on their planet gifted with such strength. If it were anyone - anyone else - surely the human race would have been enslaved or destroyed by now, like this Dominator whom had apparently annihilated planets in search of a cure for boredom. Instead, the power had been given to the most pure, guileless, selfless, innocently kind-hearted man in the entire universe, whose hands could gently hold a squirming cat just as easily as they could topple mountains.
Or, as in the case of this memory, rip an alien's arm completely off of their body with a single gesture.
The cacophony of sound and explosions froze for an interminable moment, with Saitama staring calmly at the far-off wall of the room they were in, marred by pillars and a fathomless darkness.

"Though my true power has been unleashed," came the quiet, thoughtful voice of the alien Boros. "You are still able to keep up."

"Yeah," replied Saitama, simple and direct as always. He turned around to face his opponent, raising one fist lazily. "You are strong."
Genos blinked, his eyebrows furrowing over narrowed pupils.
It would no doubt be impossible for anyone else to realize, fathomless as his master's blank expression and voice usually was; but he - having spent so much time in the hero's presence - recognized the slight, nearly imperceptable shift in tone, and startled at its implications.
His sensei didn't sound elated or overjoyed to have finally found the battle he had always wanted. He didn't even sound interested.
He seemed...sad. Resigned.
As if, despite having found an enemy that could withstand his punches at long last, the battle still held no meaning for him.
Puzzled beyond words, the cyborg stared up at the screen intently as the tidal wave of battle began once again. It took him long, endless moments, but he finally noticed that one strange, tiny detail of this fight that he had been missing since its very beginning.
...Saitama wasn't fighting back.
He wasn't even trying. He didn't throw any punches save for those first two, and the second one had been almost laughably weak in comparison to his first irritated strike. Most of Boros' blows were instantly blocked with an open hand, as if the hero were gently catching a baseball rather than stopping the powerful attacks of a planet-ending behemoth. Some of the alien's blows were even allowed to land, like a jab to the hero's stomach that flung him backwards through several layers of the ship. Upon impact, Saitama did not even bother to move - he just hung there like a lifeless doll and watched the incoming freight train that was Lord Boros.
The next series of blows took them both outside, to the very top of the spaceship's exterior hull. They landed on the textured metal a short distance away from each other, the magnitude of the ship's incredible size dwarfing the alien pirate king and making him appear as a tiny speck upon an endless landscape.
"Nice moves!" Boros shouted approvingly. The immense grin of razor delight on his face would have appeared rather at home on the skull of a great white shark. "You are indeed strong! Of all the myriad beings I have fought, only you have ever survived this long!"
Electric delight erupted all over the being, blurring the outline of his features as lightning and raw energy surged all over his form, distorting its edges. Saitama stared quietly, unmoved and simply waiting for the next strike.

Why...? Why are you just letting him do as he pleases, sensei?

Genos simply did not understand. Saitama had never allowed a foe to stand against him for so long before; they were always put down within moments. Did sensei feel empathy for this xenocidal monster?
"Now to release the destructive energy hidden within me!" crowed the elated alien. "Any normal creature hit by it would find even their bones vaporized!"
Saitama simply let it come, watching dully as the world erupted into fire and the metal plating of the ship crumbled into ash around him. Members of the audience cried out in horror, reminding Genos abruptly that he was in fact watching a memory rather than a battle in real time. Startled out of his intense focus, he lowered his eyes once again to the stage to seek out the form of the present-tense Saitama. With a frisson of concern, his eyes took in the slumped form of the hero, who was watching the screen with flat, grief-filled eyes. He looked more like a man watching his impending death sentence rather than someone reliving their past.
Genos ached to go to him, but knew he would not be allowed to do so. He curled his fingers around the edges of his seat, undoubtedly bending the metal but not caring in the slightest.
On the screen, as the firestorm began to finally relent and reveal some of the blue sky once more, Saitama straightened up from a crouch and looked over to the spot where Boros had been before. It was empty.

"....huh?"


"Behind you!"

The gleeful shriek was followed by an impact that shattered the sound barrier and utterly annihilated the remaining fire surrounding them. Unbothered, Saitama simply continued to stand where he was, his durable superhero suit somehow withstanding the energy yet smoking and beginning to dissolve under the continued onslaught.

"You were a worthy opponent, but the outcome of this battle is clear."

Silent since they were first seated, Atomic Samurai startled his fellow S-class heroes by snorting derisively at the alien's prideful comment. "Fool."
A few of the nearby heroes hummed in agreement, relaxing back into their seats and watching with rapt attention as the oblivious alien continued to gloat over his own strength as he dramatically re-grew his entire arm with a thought.

"Shut up."

The flat interruption seemed to surprise the pirate, who had obviously assumed the hero was too weakened to fight any further.
"Blah, blah, blah." The landscape tilted to the left and then to the right as Saitama gently cracked his neck, and then leveled out as he stared in resignation at his enemy. "Are you finished yet...with this fight?"
Genos ached suddenly to hug his teacher. The endless well of sadness, the depth of grief in that one statement, was so all-encompassing that he would be surprised if anyone listening had missed it at all.
Outraged, the alien exploded into a ball of raw energy, snarling a defiant: "Not yet!!"
With a savage cry of "Meteoric Burst!" the pirate lord barreled toward the screen in a snarling visage of teeth and demonic power; Saitama had only the briefest moment to utter a sound of mild surprise before the impact flung him backward in an explosion of crackling power. Boros did not give him even a moment's respite, following his limp form and continuing the assault, sending him through miles of alien metal, utterly wrecking his own ship with the tiny human body of a simple hero. The pirate prattled on about his own power, boasting of its propensity to exceed the limit of human flesh, and then a mighty kick flung Saitama's body up into the sky as the world below exploded into fire and lightning; he careened upwards, passing clouds and watching silently as the ground fell away, farther, farther still, until-
...until he came to a stop in a crater on the moon.
Multiple exclamations of "WHAT!" and "What the fuck!!?!" rippled among the citizens and heroes bearing witness to the battle of these two unfathomable titans, but Genos barely heard them as his jaw slowly slid open in awe. He had of course known that Saitama had been to the moon and back, as the man had briefly mentioned it and then subsequently lost the moon rock that had  gotten stuck in his boots, but it was something else entirely to watch it happen. The entirety of planet Earth was contained on the screen, somehow more striking than any photo he had ever beheld, the depth of its blue and green magnificence magnified by the chance to see it through the eyes of his most beloved person.

(Wow.)

Saitama slowly sat up and looked around himself, marveling at the sudden change in location. (Huh. Am I really on the moon?)
A wordless grunt of surprise echoed through the man's mind, and the blurry outline of a hand appeared at the bottom of the screen, clutching at the faint outline of his nose. (Shit, I can't breathe. Gotta get back.)
He vaulted upwards at an odd, lagging sort of pace, hovering above the surface of the moon for a brief moment.

(Hmm.)

Genos felt suddenly like laughing out loud. Whom else but his sensei could ever be in such a ridiculous situation?
The Saitama in the memory bent down, gently clutching a moon rock and testing its weight and momentum by tossing it ever so gently upwards. He closely observed its trajectory and the slowness of its nearly weightless movement, repeated the motion even more softly, and then clutched it firmly as he bobbed his head in a short, decisive nod.

(There. I think I've got the hang of it now.)

Saitama casually tossed the moon rock over one shoulder, crouched in preparation while gazing in determined resolve at the planet far above him, and then launched himself towards it. The audience surrounding them gasped wordlessly in awe.
With a sudden, blinding clarity, Genos realized that his teacher had been calculating the amount of force he would need to exude in order to land on the planet, rather than accidentally jump through it. He had always been indescribably impressed and awed by Saitama's limitless power, but this...this was beyond comprehension.

Holy shit!!

In the memory, Saitama landed with a colossal impact that buckled the sound barrier, immediately tilting the spaceship at a sharp (and rather obvious) angle.
"That was YOU?!" shrieked Tatsumaki in sudden outrage. Everyone in the building, including Saitama himself on the stage, flinched in surprise. Behind the S class row, Iaian snickered helplessly and then immediately stifled the sound before the Tornado's outrage could turn upon him. The esper wilted slightly in her chair, grumbling and hissing under her breath like an offended cat whose tail had been stepped on.
Above them all, the screen cleared of dust and debris to reveal Saitama stepping out of the crater he had made in the spaceship, calmly observing the earth and the very, very startled alien below him.
Boros stood in mute shock, his vibrant, neon skin and hair paling in bewildered awe. His one eye was nearly the size of his entire face, the sudden lack of mouth not diminishing his expression of disbelief in any way.
"Oh!" Saitama uttered, casually pleased with the results of his impossible leap. "I made it!"
Beneath him on the lower edge of the angled ship, the alien pirate's wide eye narrowed in apparent outrage. Utterly, wordlessly furious, the being shot towards his foe once again, unleashing a barrage of hits that didn't even slightly phase the yellow-clad hero.

(Ah. Looks like he's finally enjoying this.)

At long last, a single, colossal punch was unleashed upon the alien, stopping his neon form mid-motion and sending a shiver of crimson markings through the previously monochrome body. The white face split open in a monstrous facsimile of a mouth, blood splattering out as the eye filled with crimson, spidery veins, and Boros was launched backward at an unstoppable speed. Far below the hero, he eventually managed to right himself and skid to a stop, blood splashing the metal at his feet as his oozing wound of a mouth moved to form the delighted words: "That's the way, Saitama! You are indeed worth the effort!"

(Time to end this...before he realizes.)

'Realizes'? Genos echoed within the confines of his own mind, thoroughly puzzled. Realizes what?

"Consecutive Normal Punches."

The flurry of red-gloved fists utterly blurred the screen, stopping only once the alien's body was a tattered, floating remnant, one single eyeball twitching in panic and undeniable pain. An explosion of blood and torn flesh splayed outward into the sky, revealing a single, pink jewel of contained energy at the center of the destroyed body. Humming in sudden interest, the S-class heroes whom had faced off against one of the alien generals together sat up straighter and stared avidly at the screen. Perhaps every alien invader had possessed a similar gem at their core, the source of their apparent regenerative abilities? Genos could only surmise this from the clues presented to him, but it seemed a fair assumption from the facts he'd gleaned about that day.
Impossibly, the shreds of Boros' body surged and knitted back together, his previously white body dyed a dark red as if it had sustained too much damage to  fix itself properly. His singular eye erupted into a burst of golden lightning, energy snapping through the air in wild slashes and surging along the creature's spine.
"I will defeat you!!" Boros roared as his body dissolved into a form that was pure, raw power. "All of my energy will be released, sending you and this planet straight to hell!"

(....dammit. I don't want to have to kill you.)


Oh, sensei...

"Collapsing Star...Roaring Cannon!" the demonic energy visible on the screen shrieked in defiance, a black hole of sheer, unadulterated power untethered from the confines of its tiny container.
"In that case," murmured the hero from the past, resignation morphing into firm resolve. "I'll use my own final move."
Genos straightened abruptly in his seat, eyes wide. He had never seen his teacher do more than casual punching before; this was the chance of a lifetime! He was only sorry that he had missed it when it actually happened.
On the screen, Saitama's hand clenched into a tight fist, corded muscles flexing in his forearm through the tight spandex of his suit as he drew it back to deliver a single punch.

(I won't let you destroy this planet.)


"Killer Move, Serious Series: Serious Punch!"

If Genos had not already been staring in expectant adoration at the screen, he would have groaned aloud at the man's utterly awful naming conventions. It was a fairly apt description, however, as his teacher was indeed serious and he did throw a single punch into the center of the energy blast headed straight for earth, and-
And the world on the giant screen above their heads imploded.
A void appeared in a perfect circle, directly in the center of the immense power that had been unleashed upon the Earth and its single, lonely defender; on the edges of that perfect circle of emptiness, a maelstrom of fire and ruin exploded outward in two perfect arcs, utterly wrecking the sound and light barriers of their planet and its laws of nature, a nuclear bomb detonated on the end of a small human fist. Within the center of its devastation, the atmosphere collapsed in upon itself as the very atoms within the air ripped themselves apart in a (frankly) terrifying display of Saitama's limitless power.
As the energy dissipated, a long chasm of emptiness stretched across the planet as far as their eyes could see; all clouds in the sky had buckled with the impact, outlining the cylindrical path left in the wake of the man's apocalyptic punch.
Silence reigned.
".....did I...lose?" came a raspy, weak shadow of Lord Boros' voice.
How the hell is he even alive?! Genos reeled. To possess the kind of strength that would allow a person to survive that-
"You're still conscious?" Memory-Saitama remarked in surprise, turning to gaze at the creature over one shoulder.
Gasps of horror traveled through all of the people captivated by these impossible memories; even Genos found himself somewhat recoiling at the ruined husk of the alien splayed out upon the hull of the spaceship. By all accounts, he shouldn't even be breathing, let alone speaking with even a remnant of intelligence - his body was a pale shadow of the immensity of his previous form, skin blackened and shriveled like an over-ripe plum, his hair in pale, wilting shreds lying limply on his head. His single eye was black and useless, and his organs were mere blobs on the metal below him, a useless wreck of a torso. (Seriously, how was he still alive?!)
"You really are strong," Saitama acknowledged quietly, staring at his fallen foe.
"The prophecy held true." Boros' lips moved minutely, his voice a gruesome wisp of his former baritone. "The battle was...hard-fought."
The scene whirled abruptly as Saitama turned away, focusing his gaze upon the horizon line where his single strike had split the heavens. "Yeah. It sure was."

(Don't notice. Don't notice. Please-)


"...you lie."


(Fuck.)

The screen darkened as Saitama's eyes closed abruptly, his regret evident without the need for any words.
"You were holding back," the alien continued relentlessly, his tone resignedly amused. "I never stood a chance."
Memory-Saitama's eyes opened once more and lifted slowly to focus on the moon above the ship, where a dark crater left from his astounding leap could be seen from thousands of miles away.
"So much for prophecies," Boros gasped out a weak chuckle, and then he paused in a sorrowful moment of silence. "You're just...too strong..."
With a nearly soundless sigh, the scenery began to move as Saitama stepped forward, leaving the dying alien with his fallen ship.

"....Saitama..."

The choked, broken-off sound of his name was like a yearning sob on the wind. Genos flinched at the sound, but his teacher's stride in the memory did not falter as he walked away.
All of the scenery faded away, and then slowly altered to show an empty wall from their old apartment, blurred at the edges as if seen through grey fog.

(...that guy...he said he'd traveled the universe for 20 years...)

The scene darkened briefly as his eyelids closed and then opened in a slow, dazed blink.

(...but he never found anyone to match his strength...)

A brief silence followed as he quietly pondered this.

(...so then...that was it. That was the strongest guy I'll ever face. There's...no one else....


............I'm alone.)

Genos ached. This is what his teacher had been thinking about, that day?
The scene darkened again, a longer pause as hours passed from that awful day. A muffled, incomprehensible shadow of the cyborg's own voice mumbled softly in the background; though Genos knew he'd been frantically trying to get through to the man, his words sounded garbled and far away as if spoken underwater.

"...sen-.......................please-..................-up?"

The top half of Genos' face appeared on the screen, so blurred that only the barest hint of yellow hair and worried gold and black eyes could be seen, shapeless and without any definable outlines.

(......what's the point anymore?.......it doesn't matter......)

Closing his eyes again, the frantic blur of his concerned disciple disappeared from view.

(.........................so tired................)

Time surely passed in the memory, though it was only a brief moment for those watching, as the worried cyborg was gone when the screen filled with shapeless color once again.

(.............in the end, we were the same. Neither of us got what we wanted.)

The screen shifted a little as Saitama moved his head, catching a glimpse of Genos staring worriedly at him from the other end of the room - blurred but still recognizable.

(.....why did he choose to destroy everything?..............what made me so different?..............why did I never-)


"-ensei.......please-"

Lazy eyes slowly blinked and then tilted, gradually shifting their gaze across a tiny room to focus more steadily upon the blurred image of a blonde cyborg running their hands over their face, tugging on strands of grafted hair in frustration. The apathetic hero stared for a few moments in silence, and then he blinked once, quickly.

(...oh!)

The foggy shape of the cyborg on the screen refocused immediately, coming into sharp contrast with every tiny detail of his small metal parts and glinting eyes. Though the colors of the world were still somewhat dulled, Genos realized with startled clarity that none of Saitama's memories after the death of his mother had even come close to the sharp detail of this moment, ever so much more startling in contrast to the previously dulled moments of his teacher's past. But...what made this moment so special?

(....oh.)

Eyelids blinking rapidly, the Saitama of the past slowly moved a body that had been immobile for nearly twenty hours, grabbing onto the pillow under his head and clutching it with fingers that shook noticeably.

(That's right...... I'm not alone. Not anymore.)

With a quick, deft gesture, the pillow sailed across the room and smacked directly onto the past Genos' head. Black and gold eyes widened and swiftly jerked to one side to focus upon the hero lying in a disheveled futon. Hope twisted the cyborg's expression immediately.

(You're here.)

Seeing this moment from the eyes of his teacher was...heart-breaking, though he didn't actually have one anymore. Genos fidgeted in his chair, waiting for the moment he knew was coming; the one that had taken his world by the ankles and flung it upside down, irrevocably altered.
Ah, yes. There it was.
His inhuman skull filled the screen, looking as though he had just been slapped directly across the face unexpectedly; brown hulls and bits of fabric hung all over him like misshapen polka dots, accenting his impossibly widened eyes and slack lips.
The screen darkened as Saitama closed his eyes in the memory, laughing uproariously and utterly unrestrained.

"Y-your face-!! Hahaha!"

After several moments of unfettered humor, the screen filled with color once more, brighter and more vivid than ever before, as the hero opened his eyelids again.

"Ahh~ that was hilarious."


(...."like the flowers by the willow," huh?...)

...
...what?

Flowers?

The edges of the screen crinkled as Saitama smiled at his friend and student, the last vivid rays of the sunset shining through the curtains over their window and alighting upon the cyborg's face in a deep orange and gold kaleidoscope.
He looked as if he were on fire.




(You were right, mother..... it really is a slow and gradual thing.)

Genos sucked in a sharp breath, reeling back in his chair at the same moment that the Saitama on-stage flinched where he sat, hunching his shoulders up as if to guard against an incoming blow to the head.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


[WARNING: Oxygen intake arrested. Core revolution levels exceed recommended baseline. Nucleus accumbens activity spike; dopamine levels rising rapidly.


Recommendation: Restore oxygen levels immediately.


Subroutine: BREATHING OVERRIDE pending initialization.]

Genos gasped wildly, steam erupting from his shoulders in a ridiculous cloud that obscured him and the nearest S-class heroes from view of the audience behind them.

This- this- this- ohmygodohmygod holyshit does this really mean- oh oh oh fuck holy fuck SENSEI-?!!

The scenes on the screen sped by quickly, continuing on despite the fact that his universe had just been hit by a god-level punch and remade from the ground up, whirling through scenes of Fubuki, King, Mumen Rider, and even Bang, inserting themselves into the heroes' domestic lives and cultivating a building, awkward friendship with each other. He paid exactly zero attention.

This- this- he meant- oh god.

His core revolved at a dizzying speed, sending a blinding blue light through the ventilation slats in his chest and illuminating his shirt and the cloud of steam hovering around him. So overwhelmed by the magnitude of meaning in that one, life-altering thought, he couldn't spare even the slightest breath to be embarrassed about his inhuman body's reaction or the heroes staring at him like he'd melted into a puddle right where he was seated.

Sensei......does this really mean you- that you-

Genos fixed his gaze upon his beloved hero, golden eyes burning into the hunched back and bald skull.

Are you in love with me?

(Could it really be?)
The thought seemed....ludicrous. Impossible. A cheap, yearning fantasy only dreamed of in the darkest of night, without even a sliver of the moon's glow to disrupt the inky depths of his most secret desires.
"Sensei," he choked out, biting his bottom lip and silently begging the man to turn around and somehow confirm his impossible hope. The world around them held no meaning; a monster could have broken into the stadium and he would not have noticed. There was no measuring how long he drifted, not hearing or seeing any of the hero's other memories for an indeterminable amount of time (the martial arts tournament? Garou? Who knew what he had missed-), until finally he registered that the lower half of the screen above Saitama's bowed head was suddenly filled with the backs of people's heads, gathered together in rows, as memory-Saitama's eyes focused upon a giant screen showing his smiling face.

"(...god, I love him so much. I want to-)"

"That's enough."
The screen went blank immediately as Saitama's hand darted forward swiftly, catching the wrist of Lady Kasumi and yanking her away from his head. She hastily began to stammer out apologies, but he ignored her and stood abruptly, turning to face Amai Mask several yards away.
"I'm done here," he announced firmly, staring at the blue-haired hero with a foreboding expression that dared him to contradict this pronouncement. "You have what you wanted."
The idol visibly faltered, glancing around as if he could find assistance from one of the other people on the stage. "I- ...this event isn't over yet, you can't just-"
One moment Saitama was a slouched, unassuming man standing calmly next to a tiny, frail girl; the next-
An overwhelmingly powerful aura seeped into the air surrounding the stage as Saitama loomed into the taller hero's space, crowding him with an air of barely contained fury. His expression was utterly blank, but his eyes were dark and glinted with tightly leashed ferocity.
"Try and stop me," he murmured, tone deceptively calm and thoroughly devoid of any inflection.
Amai Mask shivered slightly, his eyes bright and wide in a disturbingly hungry way as he gazed back into the ticking time bomb before him.
"Genos."
He straightened immediately in his chair, feeling as though his core might explode right out of his chest cavity and spin across the floor toward the stage. His voice squeaked embarrassingly high as he replied: "Y-yes!"
"We're leaving."
"Yes, sensei!"
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