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Summary: 
              Bucky Barnes, between the end of Civil War and the beginning of TFATWS, with a few detours into his past via therapy/memories.
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1. The Middle of a Fight

Author’s Note:
      	For mandoorhandhookcardoor.




    


    
    
  “Mr. Barnes.”



  
    Pick up the gun.
  



  “James.”



  
    Do it one more time.
  



  “Hey!” Christina Raynor snaps her fingers in front of Bucky’s face. “Are you even listening to me?”



  “Sorry.” He looks up blearily. His eyelids ache. “Sorry, yeah. What were you saying?”



  “Never mind what I was saying. What is going on with you?”



  “Nothing.” He jiggles the empty paper cup in his hand. “Coffee hasn’t kicked in. I’m good.” 



  “Oh, come on.” She gives him what is probably meant to be a reassuring smile. It comes out kind of undercooked. “Work with me here, okay? I’m trying to help you.” 



  She says that a lot. I’m trying to help you, James. You have to talk to me.



  
    We’re trying to help you, Sergeant Barnes. Don’t be afraid.
  



  
    We’re going to help you. Open your mouth
  
  .



  She shuts her notebook with a frustrated huff. “Look, if you’re just going to ignore me, we might as well call this -”



  Sometimes, he wonders if she would be disappointed if he really started pouring out his heart to her, if he simply complied like a good soldier, a model patient. It would deprive her of the opportunity to scold him, to not-very-subtly imply that his cooperation is a condition of his pardon, which means that one phone call from her, and Bucky Barnes, pardoned civilian, goes back to being Bucky Barnes, hunted fugitive. 



  “I’m gathering my thoughts, okay? Jeez, Doc. Did you skip the class on bedside manner?”



  Her nostrils flare a little but, as usual, she denies him even the small satisfaction of seeing her get openly pissed off. “You think you’ll have them gathered sometime in the next half hour? I have another patient after you.”



  “I had a dream,” he mutters, and it’s almost funny, the way that makes her perk right up. “It was about the day I got - popped back, blipped back, whatever they’re calling it…”



  “Returned. Well, I’m not surprised that’s coming up for you. There are a lot of people struggling to process that experience.”



  “No shit. Sorry.”



  “That’s all right.” Her lips twitch, showing the thinnest shred of amusement. “It’s a bitch to deal with. And you came back right into the heat of the battle at the Avengers Compound, didn’t you?” 



  “Not exactly. Not right away. See, when I was - when Thanos, you know, did the thing, the -”



  “When you got Snapped.”



  “When I got Snapped,” he confirms. “I was in Wakanda. We were trying to stop him. So I, uh. I was in the middle of a fight.” 



  It was the worst one of his life, and that’s saying something. He remembers the hideous 
  
    things
  
  , half-dog, half-reptile, that just wouldn’t stop coming, not caring if they lived or died, waves and waves of rippling alien flesh and dripping knifelike teeth. The way one of them sprang at him, taking his gunshot at close range like it was a spitball, and clawed him to the ground, snarling and spraying rancid saliva. Its hot breath scalding his face, smelling like old meat and fresh blood, as the creature tried to tear out his throat. 



  “It wasn’t going very well.” He remembers the horror on General Okoye’s face. The desperation on Steve’s. And that was even before Thanos showed up. “We were - we were 
  
    losing.
  
  ” He swallows hard. “And the next thing I knew…”



  
    Numbness and nausea, swift and spreading. Terrible weakness sweeping through his entire body, a sensation of dislocated but pervasive physical illness. “Steve,” he called out weakly, staggering through the brush on legs like crumbling stilts. 
  
  They’re using gas or something, Steve
  
    , he wanted to say, 
  
  some kind of poison, cover your face, tell the others
  
     but his throat stopped working. His knees collapsed beneath him, and he pitched forward, his gun tumbling from nerveless fingers. The last thing he saw was Steve’s face, bloodied and horrified, his mouth opening on the first syllable of Bucky’s name. 
  



  “The next thing you knew?” Raynor edges forward in her chair, pen poised over paper. 



  He smiles bleakly. “The next thing I knew, the fight was over.” 


* * *


  He landed flat on his face, and immediately felt better. 



  So it couldn’t have been poison gas, not if the symptoms had passed so quickly - but Jesus, had he just 
  
    fainted
  
  , like some green kid after his first time seeing blood? There was no time for that, Thanos was all over them. Steve was counting on him. He groped blindly to retrieve his gun from where he thought it had landed. 



  It wasn’t there. There was a crazy moment when he wondered if that weird fucking talking space raccoon thing could actually have snatched his weapon in the short time that he was unconscious, which would have been even worse than passing out in the first place. 



  “Steve,” he coughed, getting up and spitting dirt out of his mouth, “are you - ” 



  But Steve wasn’t there. 



  Nobody was there. Not Steve, not Thor, not Thanos or any of his otherworldly minions. No Avengers, no Dora, no Jabari. There were no signs of recent battle at all. The sky was still, blue, and empty. The grass around him was very tall. He was alone. 



  And then, the back of his head throbbed with a sickeningly familiar feeling. The sinking, sucking sense of time having been lost, erased, redacted. Phantom droplets of icy condensation drying on his skin, and the vacuum in his memory rapidly filling up with just one thought, one question.



  
    What did I do?
  



  He began to run toward the city, tripping over roots and ground vines on terrain that was no longer familiar, panting with fear, praying only that he hadn’t hurt anyone this time. 
  
    Please, God, please, please
  
  . If he could just have that, it would be enough, and then he would ask them to put him back in cryo and never take him out again. 
  
    Please, please.
  
   Ayo was wrong, Shuri was wrong, there wasn’t enough science in the world to fix him, to make him free. 
  
    Please.
  
   It wasn’t worth the risk to let him walk around like a normal human being, it wasn’t worth it, he wasn’t worth any of it. 



  A loud, crashing noise came from behind him, and a riderless white rhinoceros came hurtling through the trees, honking in distress. He barely swerved out of its path, flattening himself against a beech trunk at the last second. Breathing hard, he craned his neck around the tree to see where the animal had come from, and his eye was caught by a flash of red appearing through a gap in the foliage. From another direction, he heard the soft clank and slap of weapons against armor, a heavy footfall and a soft grunt as someone kicked through the dense undergrowth. And suddenly, the silent forest came alive with the sound of a hundred exhalations, and when he stepped out from behind the tree, he saw them all: Dora Milaje in their shining uniforms, the Royal Guard in their golden breastplates, Jabari fighters in their furs. 



  But, Christ, there were fewer than half as many as there had been. His tentative relief changed to dread: why did so many of them seem so disoriented? Had they lost? Where did Thanos and his army go? Why couldn’t he see anyone he knew?



  He had to find Steve. Steve, or T’Challa, or Okoye, someone who could tell him what was going on, and what he should do next. So he kept running until the settlement on the outskirts of Birnin Zana came into view. A crowd had gathered there, and they were shouting excitedly about something, voices pitched high in astonishment or terror, he couldn’t tell which, and then, as he got closer, he heard someone cry out, 
  
    “Abafileyo! Abafileyo bayavuka!”
  



  
    The dead are rising.
  
  



  He couldn’t have heard that right. He must have misunderstood the meaning of the words. He spun around, searching for someone whom he could ask for help, and then, he saw something that stopped him cold, his boots skidding in the dust. 



  A swirling eddy of what looked like flakes of decaying wood appeared out of thin air and formed a shape that quickly coalesced into a baby goat. It landed on its feet, wobbling a little, and raised its small white head to cautiously sniff the air. When it was satisfied that it was safe, the little goat shook itself off, and turned to trot away, only to let out a piercing shriek when it was startled by an enormous dragonfly that had materialized out of nowhere. 



  Bucky reeled back, dizzy, and lifted his face to the sky. A small brown cloud disgorged a flapping, purple-feathered starling. Something moved by his foot, and he glanced down just in time to see a fading shadow, and a meerkat hastily burrowing into the ground. Out of the corner of his vision, he spotted another disappearing puff of those odd dirt-like particles, and then another, as though the earth itself was exploding with movement and life. 



  An elderly woman ran heavily past him, tears streaming down her face, her hands outstretched to embrace a member of the Royal Guard. Two Dora Milaje, one in spotless armor, the other in gear still spattered with extraterrestrial viscera, collapsed into one another’s arms, laughing and sobbing at the same time. A dog came sprinting toward a Jabari warrior, sweeping his legs out from under him and madly licking at his face before he even hit the ground. 



  “Steve, do you copy? Come in. 
  
    Goddammit,
  
   Cap, are you there?” 



  Never in his life would Bucky have imagined that he could be so happy to see Sam Wilson. Sam’s usual cool and calm was nowhere to be seen, as he frantically stabbed at the comms controls on his wrist panel, barking pointlessly into his earpiece, practically oblivious to the madness unfolding around him.



  “Sam!”



  “Barnes!” He never would have guessed Sam could look this happy to see 
  
    him
  
   either. “Man, what the hell is going on?! I must have gotten knocked out, last thing I remember is that purple motherfucker beating the crap out of us. And when I came to, everyone was gone. Have you seen Steve?”



  “No.” Bucky shook his head slowly. “Sam, I’m starting to think something weird is going on.”



  “Something weird is 
  
    definitely
  
   going on, we’re fighting a bunch of aliens from outer space, but where the hell did everybody go? Where’s T’Challa?”



  “I don’t know. Look, this might sound crazy.” But if there was one thing he knew, it was what it felt like to have had a chunk of your life cut away. And that was what this felt like. “I think Thanos did something to us. Something - I don’t know, but everything looks different, people are acting like they haven’t seen each other in years, and there are all these -” He glanced around, but the strange brown flurries were all gone. “Sam, I think whatever happened to us was a long time ago. Longer than we think.”


Sam stared at him, wild-eyed and uncomprehending. “Man, you know what, you’re right. That does sound crazy.” He backed away and started tapping at his wrist panel again. “Check, check, does anyone read me? Damn it, somebody come in…”


  “
  
    ‘Kumkani wam
  
  ,” someone gasped nearby. Bucky turned around, and there was T’Challa, still in his battle-stained Black Panther suit, his sister by his side, surrounded by Dora Milaje. He was talking intently to an unfamiliar man in a long dark crimson robe, and futilely gesturing at Shuri to stop interrupting. 



  “Come on.” Bucky grabbed Sam’s arm and tugged him along as he made his way toward the king. It was a clear sign of Sam’s compromised mental state that he allowed himself to be tugged.



  A small, tired smile appeared on T’Challa’s face when he saw them. “White Wolf. Sam. It is good to see you both.”



  “T’Challa,” Bucky asked, “what happened? How long has -”



  “Where’s Steve?” Sam interrupted urgently. “Where’s Natasha? Where are all the -” He waved his arms to indicate either Thanos’s army or a flock of very angry ostriches. 



  T’Challa held up a steadying hand. “In a moment. We do not have much time.” He glanced at Bucky’s hands, and then turned to a nearby Dora Milaje. “Get this man a gun.” She rapped the butt of her spear smartly against the ground, then dashed off. 



  Bucky turned back to T’Challa, but before he could speak, the king raised his hand again, forestalling the next question.



  “Steve Rogers is alive.” T’Challa looked from Bucky to Sam, and back. “But he needs our help more than ever before.”



  “But where is he,” Sam began, at the same time as Bucky said, “Did we lose?”



  “We did,” T’Challa replied gravely. “Very badly. But we have another chance at victory now.” He inclined his head respectfully toward the man in the long robe. “Master Shahin, please. You will explain it better than I could.”



  The man introduced himself as a Master of the Mystic Arts, and briefed them briskly, with an economy of detail that didn’t quite obscure the horror of the past five years. 
  
    Five years.
  
   Half of all life extinguished. Packed churches and empty cities. Five years of grief and hopelessness. And then, a desperate Hail Mary plan that actually, miraculously, worked, only for Thanos to somehow piggyback on Tony Stark’s time tunnel and return from the dead, vengeful and determined to annihilate their entire universe. 



  It was almost unbelievable. But Bucky had lost the last of his capacity for disbelief somewhere around the time a raccoon was screaming “GET SOME” while using his left arm as a gun turret.



  “Is there anything more I can tell you?” Master Shahin asked, when he was done. 



  “My sister,” Sam said anxiously. “My nephews. Did they - are they -”



  “As I understand, everyone who was affected has been returned safely. Their continued survival, of course, depends entirely on the outcome of the battle to come.”



  “Right. Right. Sure. It’s just that - hold on, let me just make sure I understand. You’re telling us that we are fighting a Thanos from 
  
    before
  
   the last time we fought Thanos, even though the Thanos from the 
  
    last
  
   time we fought Thanos was killed five years ago in a galaxy far, far away?”



  “I cannot speak to the remoteness of the galaxy, but you are otherwise correct.”



  “And he came back to Earth through a time machine?”



  “In a manner of speaking. Yes.”



  “So time travel is real?” Sam exclaimed, his eyebrows hovering near his hairline. 



  “Yes,” the Master of the Mystic Arts said calmly. “It always was.” 



  “So, is it true that if you go back in time and date your mom, you disappear?” 



  “Sam,” T’Challa interjected patiently, “do you have any questions pressing to the matter at hand?”



  “Just one.” Sam pointed to his earpiece. “Can anyone help me get this thing working?”



  Shuri’s hand shot up. “I can take a look,” the princess offered brightly, obviously eager to do something other than politely listen to old people telling each other things she already knew. While she communed with Sam’s device, T’Challa turned to Bucky, who had been listening quietly while Master Shahin spoke. 



  “What about you? Do you have questions?” 



  Bucky shook his head. “No.” He had heard everything he needed to know. There was another fight, so he would go. Steve needed him to fight, so he would do it. He wasn’t sure how quickly they could get to New York from Wakanda, but T’Challa seemed to have a plan, so he would follow it. “Just tell me where you want me, I’ll take it from there.”



  “Good,” T’Challa said succinctly, and began to lay out their positioning, anticipated maneuvers, and chains of command. Around them, his once-scattered warriors were already reassembling into an army, checking weapons and adjusting armor, fresh forces rapidly arriving to form ranks alongside the recently reappeared. 



  The young Dora came running back with an automatic weapon, a twin to the one Bucky had dropped. She handed it to T’Challa with a clipped, graceful bow. Master Shahin moved his arm in a wide arc. Flames flew from his fingers, and the air crackled and split, forming a burning circle, wide enough for a man to step through, fringed in orange and yellow sparks. 



  “We must go now,” T’Challa said. He held the machine gun out to Bucky. “Our friends are waiting for us, White Wolf.” 



  Bucky took the gun, and walked into the fire. 


* * *


  “Explain something to me,” says Raynor. “What part of this dream did you find most disturbing?”



  “I mean, all of it, you know?” he hedges. “That day isn’t exactly my fondest memory. People died, you know?”



  “But you didn’t dream of the battle at the Compound, did you? You only spoke about the time shortly after you were Returned.”



  “I mean, sure, but, you know, I was all confused at first, and then I found out Earth was being attacked 
  
    again
  
  , and then I met a sorcerer - have you ever met a sorcerer? They’re 
  
    intense
  
   - and he made, like, a bunch of portal holes right in the middle of the air, and we walked through them. It was, you know, it was a lot.”



  “Hmm.” Raynor scrutinizes him a little too long, then checks her notes. “Sam Wilson was the first person you spoke to after you came back?” 



  “Yeah. Why?”



  “Have you stayed in touch with him?”



  Bucky shrugs. “We email sometimes. He sends a lot of - what do you call them - 
  
    me-me’s
  
  ? They’re mostly pictures of cats with words on them, and the words say what the cat is supposed to be thinking. Do you know what I’m talking about?” 



  She ignores that. “He’s the one Steve Rogers gave his shield to, right? The new Captain America?” 



  “I guess. I think he still goes by Falcon. He loves the whole bird thing, don’t ask me why. But yeah, Steve gave him the shield.” 



  “How does that make you feel?” 



  “How does it make me 
  
    feel
  
  ?” He scoffs. It’s a stupid fucking question. “Listen, you wouldn’t ask, if you’d known Steve. That shield meant more to him than anything in the world. So, if Steve trusted Sam enough to give that shield to him, then how it makes me feel is how it should make everyone feel, which is pretty damn good.”



  “Hmm.” Raynor purses her lips and seems like she wants to keep digging, but then, mercifully, her eyes flick to the clock on the wall. Their time is up. As he departs her office, she watches him go like she suspects him of stealing one of her pens. Or like she thinks he lied about something. 



  Well, he didn’t. Everything he told her, it was exactly how it happened. 



  In real life. 



  In his dream, when he came out of the forest, the portal was already open and ablaze, blistered and smoldering at the edges, as though God had touched reality with the tip of a burning cigarette. Standing in front of it was a fair-haired man in a well-cut gray wool suit, smiling like he had sold God the match. 



  He held out a gun, just like the one Bucky had dropped. Unable to resist, Bucky reached to take it, and caught a glimpse of his own hands. The left one was silver.



  Alexander Pierce looked at Bucky like he truly saw him. All of him, his past and his future, even the parts that had been scrapped or scraped away. Like he knew Bucky the way a creator knows his creation. And when he spoke, it was the soft command of a father to a child who knows better than to disobey. 



  “I need you to do it one more time.”


  



2. A Soup of Hooves and Ill Fortune

Summary for the Chapter:
            Bucky in Wakanda, between Civil War and Infinity War.

          


    
    
  Wakanda was never supposed to be permanent. It was the only option on the table after the terrible clash with Howard Stark’s son at the old HYDRA facility in Siberia. Bucky’s recollection of the immediate aftermath is fuzzy; he doesn’t remember how he and Steve got out of the building, or when they found T’Challa and Zemo. He remembers being propped against a tall snowdrift, and then lying there for an indeterminate stretch of time, watching the pale sky above his head tilt and whirl in dizzy circles. It was like looking up at the canopy of a carousel, if you threw your head all the way back, and trusted yourself to stay on the painted pony. Just then, he wouldn’t have lasted a minute before falling off. 



  He heard the roar of jets landing nearby, and couldn’t think straight enough to care whether they were friendly or hostile. He never asked what became of Zemo; by the time someone lifted him up and loaded him into the sick bay of the Royal Talon Fighter, he was only clinging to consciousness. Or maybe it was clinging to him. God knows, he didn’t want it. 



  He remembers the touch of cool metal on the worst of his wounds, the shivery sensation of tissue knitting together. It wasn’t the way he usually healed - quickly, but painfully, as though his body was rewinding memories of the damage as it repaired itself. This was a strange and not-unpleasant series of tiny bell-like pings resounding through his nerve endings, leaving behind something pure and new. 



  When he opened his eyes, there was a shaven-headed black woman in a gold-trimmed red leather dress standing by his cot, her hands hovering over him. He tried to sit up, but she placed a surprisingly strong hand on his chest, and pushed him back down, none too gently. She shook her head at him, and wagged her finger, but her eyes were kind, and, after he didn’t try to get up again, the hand on his chest tapped him twice, comfortingly. She turned her head, spoke a few words in a language he didn’t understand, and moved away. In his limited field of vision, she was replaced by red and white stripes, a white star on a dark blue background. 



  “Steve…”



  “Hey, buddy.” Steve touched his shoulder lightly, careful not to disturb whatever was there. “How’re you holding up?”



  “Where…?”



  “You’re safe. We’re on our way to Wakanda. They’ll take care of you there.”



  “Wakanda?” As far as he knew, Wakanda was a developing nation somewhere in sub-Saharan Africa. He couldn’t imagine what kind of care they could provide to someone like him, but he guessed it didn’t matter. “Steve,” he remembered, “your shield. I’m - God, I’m sorry, I -”



  “Man, fuck that shield,” Steve said, and it was such obvious bullshit that Bucky couldn’t help laughing, even though it hurt. 



  By the time they disembarked the jet, he could just about walk on his own, and he had learned enough about Wakanda to 
  
    almost
  
   hide his slack-jawed astonishment at everything he saw. He kept himself out of the conversations Steve had with T’Challa, the plans that were coming together to liberate the imprisoned Avengers from the Raft. It was none of his business, and there was nothing he could contribute. He was grateful for everything that had been done for him, and had only one request to make. 



  “Are you sure about this?” Steve asked, when Bucky told him and T’Challa what he wanted. Bucky noticed that neither of them tried very hard to dissuade him, which meant that, for once, he was making the correct choice. 



  “I’m sure.”



  “My sister believes she can cure you,” T’Challa offered. “She thinks she can figure out how to remove the HYDRA programming.”



  He nodded tactfully. He’d seen the sister. She seemed very bright, but the girl couldn’t have been more than seventeen. “I guess you can wake me up if that happens.”



  He and Steve had a moment alone in a quiet corner of the lab while the techs prepared the cryo chamber. “I’ve got something for you,” Steve said. He brought out a small red notebook, soft and worn from repeated handling, curled to the shape of his palm. 



  “Hold on to this for me, would you?” Steve said, putting the notebook into Bucky’s remaining hand. “I wrote some things down in there, stuff I missed when I was in the ice. Maybe you can use it someday.” He waited while Bucky opened it up, flipped a few pages, frowned at the list of seemingly random, unconnected entries. “Careful with Thai food, though,” Steve said, and blew out his cheeks like his mouth was on fire. “Whew. Sneaks up on ya.” 



  Bucky considered telling Steve about the month he’d once spent in Bangkok, but decided not to. It would lead to too many questions he didn’t feel up to answering. “Thanks,” he said, and stuck the notebook in his pocket. “I’ll do that.” 



  When they brought him out of cryo, he was surprised, but that was soon the least of his problems. Shuri and her assistants did not use the words on him, and, without the programming to block out the normal human response to severe hypothermia, he shivered and whimpered for hours in mind-numbing agony, packed in heating pads while they injected him with warm saline solution until he could manage to keep down sips of weak tea. When he was coherent, Shuri told him she had figured it out. She could fix him. 



  Vibranium-powered technology was more precise than anything the rest of the world had ever had access to. Using the specialized instruments she had developed, Shuri was certain that she could reverse what HYDRA had done using the same method that Emile Zola had used, considerably refined. 



  “Targeted electric micro-shocks to the brain, concentrating on your hypothalamus. I believe HYDRA also irradiated you with gamma rays, but that is too dangerous for us to try. In any case, vibranium radiation will do a much better job. The HYDRA drugs that remained in your system were purged from your body by a detoxification process we ran while you were still in cryo-sleep.” She beamed, not bothering to hide her delight in her own cleverness. “Zap zap, and you’ll be good as new!”



  He didn’t believe her. But he didn’t see how he could refuse, considering all the work the brilliant princess of Wakanda had already done on his behalf.



  “Will it hurt?” he asked, and felt hotly ashamed, but the princess only smiled, as though it were completely normal for a 100-year-old war veteran and survivor of repeated mutilation and torture to be worried about something hurting. 



  “No.” She patted his clenched hand. “And I’ll give you a lollipop afterwards.” 



  During the procedure, Shuri was assisted by a team of scientists and medical specialists, as well as a member of the Dora Milaje. Ayo was neither a scientist nor a doctor. She was a soldier, so stoic and taciturn as to appear aloof. But he was glad she was there. When they were attaching the last of the electrodes, he began to hyperventilate, his body shaking uncontrollably no matter how hard everyone tried to soothe him, or how many times they insisted that everything was going to be fine. He heard one of the assistants whisper to Shuri that perhaps sedation would be best, when Ayo stepped to the edge of his hospital bed. She hadn’t spoken a word to him before, and he had figured she was there as a safety measure, to restrain him if he became a threat. 



  Swiftly, she bent down over him, so that all he could see was her face, strength and determination burning in her eyes. She didn’t touch him, but he felt as though a thick blanket were settling over him, heavy enough to still the twitching of his limbs.



  “You can take it,” she said fiercely. She stayed there, close enough to block out the rest of the room, keeping her eyes on his until his breathing grew steady enough for the procedure to begin. 



  It was nowhere as bad as he had feared. It felt like nothing at all, apart from some light tinnitus and popping in his ears, mild tunnel vision that went away before he had the chance to say anything about it, and, near the end, a sharp, irresistible urge to weep. He swiped at his face, pretending he was wiping off a stray drip of conductive gel. No one acted like they noticed.



  Shuri declared the procedure a complete success. Scans of his brain showed the exact results she had been hoping for, and she was ready to test her theory then and there by speaking the trigger words and seeing what would happen. He didn’t exactly object, but something in his demeanor stopped her. 



  “What is it?” Shuri followed the direction of his gaze to where Ayo stood ramrod-straight, her face set in its habitual forbidding glower. “Oh,” Shuri laughed, and moved toward the door, her cadre of support staff following close behind. “Ayo,” she sang out over her shoulder, “looks like you have a fan. Call me when it’s done, yeah?” She shot Bucky a dazzling, merry grin. “I’ll see you tomorrow, 
  
    ingcuka emhlophe
  
  . I will bring you that lollipop I promised.” 



  Ayo watched Shuri and the others depart. When they were all gone and the door was closed, she frowned at Bucky, and warned darkly, “If she gives you a lollipop, do not eat it.” 



  “Wha - huh? Why not?” 



  Ayo sighed. “She makes them from vegetable juice. Something about them being healthier for children.” She shook her head disapprovingly. “They are not good.” 



  “Oh. Uh. Thanks for the heads up, I guess. Hey, what did she call me just now?” 



  “
  
    Ingcuka emhlophe
  
  . It means ‘White Wolf.’” 



  “Oh. Huh.” He thought about that. “Is it ‘cause I’m white?” 



  “No. It is because we would not leave you alone with our sheep.” 



  It took him way longer than it should have to realize she was joking. 


* * *


  They gave him a small house outside the capital city of Birnin Zana, and found a goatherd brave enough to work with him. The man was nearly a hundred years old, almost entirely toothless, and completely deaf, which meant he didn’t mind that Bucky couldn’t speak a single word in any of the Wakandan languages. They got along great. 



  Steve visited sometimes. Not too often, because he had found a way to keep busy, flying around the world on a stolen Quinjet with Sam Wilson and Natasha Romanoff, and foiling all manner of misdeeds even without the benefit of his shield or patriotic moniker. But he made it in every couple of months. He would land in Birnin Zana, pick up some supplies, meet with T’Challa and sometimes Shuri, and then, he would spend a few lazy, easy hours with Bucky. Sometimes, they took a long walk through the quiet, fragrant woods, or went fishing in the river. Usually, they would end up sitting on the ground outside Bucky’s hut, drinking fig brandy or baobab gin, and shooting the shit, just like in the old days. 



  The old days were most of what they talked about. Steve didn’t share many details of the missions he ran with Sam and Natasha, and Bucky never wanted to pry. For his own part, while Bucky found his new life personally engrossing, its minutiae never seemed worth discussing with someone like Steve, who hopped across continents on an almost weekly basis. How much could you say about the satisfaction of figuring out the precise mix of grass, carrots, and banana peels that would finally tempt an ailing goat into eating something? Or how funny certain Wakandan expressions were when translated literally. There was one he had especially enjoyed: “A soup of hooves and ill fortune.” It meant someone who couldn’t stay out of trouble, and it reminded him of Steve. 



  So they reminisced about their old lives, their childhood and adolescence and young adulthood. About Brooklyn the way it used to be, and an America that seemed to have disappeared while they both slept. Every other sentence they spoke started with “Remember when,” but, hey, wasn’t that the wonderful thing about having known someone as long as they’d known one another? Someone to remember with?



  Once, when Steve was heading out, Bucky said, jokingly, “Don’t win the war till I get there.”



  Steve blinked, confused. “Huh? What war?”



  “It’s - never mind.”



  “No, tell me.” He put his hand on Bucky’s 
  
    shuka
  
  -wrapped shoulder with that painfully earnest look he sometimes got. “I want to know.”



  “It’s what you said to me,” Bucky told him. “When I was leaving for Europe. In ‘43.”



  “Oh God. Of course! I don’t know how I - hey, I’m sorry.”



  “‘S okay,” Bucky laughed it off. “It was a long time ago.”



  “What I remember is you telling me not to do anything stupid till you came back.”



  “And you said, “How can I? You’re taking all the stupid with you.””



  “Yeah, well. Guess you forgot some.”



  It wasn’t a bad life. It wasn’t a big life, but it wasn’t a bad one, and if he never quite felt what most people would call 
  
    happy,
  
   he came closer to it than he would ever have expected. Wakanda was never supposed to be permanent, but he forgot about that, he stopped counting sunrises and sunsets, and just existed for a while, the way other people probably did, without holding his breath all the time. 



  And then, T’Challa brought him the gift that wasn’t a gift, and told him that a fight was on its way. 



  And it was over. 



  After everything - after the battle with Thanos, and Tony Stark’s funeral, and Steve leaving - he had half-hoped that T’Challa would invite him to come back. But no invitation ever came, and he understood why. 



  Even while he was living peacefully in Wakanda, tending goats and being chased by children who kept trying to touch his exotically straight hair, he knew that not everyone agreed with T’Challa’s decision to offer aid and asylum to a one-armed mind-controlled 
  
    mlungu
  
   with a long history of covert murder. More than a few Wakandans never really stopped associating Bucky’s name with the violent death of their beloved King T’Chaka. His suspected involvement in the UN bombing got far more press coverage than his subsequent exoneration and the discovery of Zemo’s guilt, especially since, by then, this story was completely overshadowed by news of the Avengers turning on each other, and Captain America becoming a fugitive from international justice.



  The debacle was greeted with interest, albeit with a pointed lack of surprise, as everyone knew the Avengers were more troublesome than a crash of ravening rhinoceros. T’Challa’s continued friendship with them was the subject of much quiet dismay among his loyal ministers, and a topic frequently - and loudly - raised by the more dissent-prone factions of his government. But it might never have become anything more than the curious idiosyncrasy of an otherwise popular young king, if T’Challa hadn’t allowed the Avengers to bring their war with Thanos to Wakanda’s doorstep. 



  For years after, bitter whispers suggested that perhaps the outcome might have been different had their king not allowed an alien army to rampage over Wakandan soil, laying down Wakandan lives in service to the Avengers’ cause. A small but vocal contingent even believed that it was the Avengers’ overweening antics that had caused Thanos to look to Earth for his reaping ground in the first place. It would have been the height of bad taste to publicly criticize a king fallen on the battlefield, but not one survivor of that battle forgot T’Challa’s unprecedented order to raise the energy barriers that had protected Wakanda for generations - until the Avengers came to visit.



  After the Snap robbed her of both her children, T’Challa’s mother, Queen Ramonda, put aside her grief to assume regency of a devastated nation. She proved a just and able ruler, and earned broad approval among her people. Especially among older Wakandans, there were many who were glad to see her on the throne. Ramonda was as wise as she was regal, firmly committed to Wakanda’s sovereign interests, and commendably deferential to tradition, unlike her brash young son. 



  Nonetheless, the goodwill accrued by Queen Ramonda during her reign passed almost seamlessly back to T’Challa when he returned. Whatever mistakes he might have made were forgotten amidst the jubilation of welcoming back everyone who had been lost. Of course, this meant that he was never given a chance to explain his decisions, but the important thing was to maintain order and stability, especially in the face of the chaos that had erupted in the wake of the Blip. 



  The tears of joy had barely dried, and the smoke from celebratory fireworks still wafted in the skies above Birnin Zana when it became clear that reintegrating the returned population into the post-Blip world would not be quite as simple as snapping one’s fingers. Practically overnight, every government had to draft laws and implement policies to address the many legal and logistical problems that came with millions of people suddenly returning from the dead. Wakanda was better-equipped to deal with this than the majority of other nations, but that didn’t mean the process was easy. 



  And, in the face of such challenges, such delicate political considerations, was it any wonder that there was little appetite for bringing Captain America’s brain-damaged friend back to Wakanda, especially considering that Captain America himself was no longer anywhere to be found? 



  Bucky understood. He understood all of it. And, when the American government offered him a pardon, even with the conditions they stipulated - and the ones merely implied - he accepted the offer, and agreed to come home. To Brooklyn, where he had not set foot since 1943. 



  Because, wasn’t that the wonderful thing about coming home? It was where all your memories were. 


  



3. He Jumped On a Grenade

Summary for the Chapter:
            Bucky pre-TFATWS, and why he was SO HAPPY FOR STEVE.

          


    
    
  He rents a narrow, light-starved railroad apartment on the top floor of a patched, once-handsome brownstone. He has never met the landlord, and this suits him fine. On the day he arrived, he went to get his copy of the lease from the owner of a bodega on the corner. He signed it on the counter with a ballpoint pen borrowed from a guy filling out a lottery ticket, and has been buying his morning coffee and bagel there ever since. 



  It’s a place to sleep, and a mailing address, and that’s good enough for him. It’s a lock on a door that opens from the inside, and that’s more than some people would say he deserves. After all the years of being hunted, of hiding when he could and fighting when he couldn’t, he is, for the first time in nearly eight decades, living a legitimate, documented, and lawful existence.  



  And all he had to do was die a couple times. 



  This neighborhood was different before the war. He remembers it being sleepy and small, a community mostly of Norwegians and Finns. It’s bigger now, busier, and home to a motley mix of recently arrived immigrants from all over: Mexico, Yemen, China, Peru. 



  The sidewalks are a babel of languages and inflections, a kaleidoscope of faces and gestures, sounds and smells. Meat spits and sizzles from open grills on food vendors’ carts; cars sputter in the road, overdue for oil changes, belching exhaust fumes; garbage piles up, softly rotting, outside restaurants and lunch counters. Old women rattle wire carts filled with groceries; delivery boys pump the pedals of their heavily laden bikes; laborers hurry past, trailing odors of sweat and cigarette smoke. Mothers tug the hands of small, slow-footed children while shouting warnings at the backs of wayward older ones. Friends call loudly out to one another, sometimes holding entire conversations across the broad avenue. Arguments break out on corners, escalate nearly to blows, and peter out just as abruptly. 



  He passes through the crush and clangor every day, unnoticed and unrecognized, reliably protected by his neighbors’ inexhaustible supply of distractions and personal concerns. It reminds him, a little, of his time in Bucharest, before his cover was blown. There is a certain comfort, he supposes, in having no covers left to blow. In having nothing more to lose. 



  He wanders the city like a ghost in search of a body, a half-metal golem in black leather gloves, a resurrected corpse relearning how to be a human being. But these days, the world is full of resurrected corpses. And most of them have not been resurrected as often as he has. 


* * *


  He is a free man. Mostly. There are conditions, of course. He is 
  
    conditionally
  
   free. (But then, isn’t everybody?) He has committed to making amends - whatever that means - and, most importantly, he had to agree to spend one hour every week with a court-appointed therapist. To ease his transition into civilian life, they said. (In case he starts foaming at the mouth again, they didn’t say.)



  The therapy thing didn’t sound so bad. He didn’t see the point of it, but God knows, he has been ordered to do worse. He’d read a little about psychotherapy, and had an idea of what to expect. He figured she would probably start by asking him about his childhood. How he felt about his mother, and was he potty-trained too soon. Stuff like that. He could handle it. 



  But when he came to his first session with Christina Raynor, she didn’t want to know a single thing about his childhood. She pointed him to a broad gray sofa that was as uncomfortable as it looked, clicked open a ballpoint pen like she was pumping a tiny shotgun, and commenced a long sequence of questions about his apartment, his diet, how often he exercised, how often he consumed alcohol and medications. He was starting to dread how much more personal this was going to get, when she got to his sleep schedule. 



  “Eight hours a night?” 



  “Yep.”



  She jotted something down. “Every night?”



  “Mostly. Yeah.”



  “Any nightmares?” She raised her eyes up from the notebook, watching him closely. He resisted the urge to squirm on that couch, which must have been designed by a conscientious objector to the act of sitting. 



  “Nope.”



  “Never?”



  “No. None that I remember when I wake up.”



  “Good,” she said, scribbling, “that’s good.” She finished her note, closed her notebook, and nodded with satisfaction. “Because now I know what you look like when you’re lying to me.” 



  After that, she made him keep a dream journal, and insisted on discussing its contents every time they met. This lasted a couple of weeks, until he finally decided that he’d had enough, and filled three pages with an extremely detailed account of a dream he once had about Dolores del Rio. This sent Raynor into an absolute paroxysm of affronted scribbling, but it did succeed in ending the dream journal experiment, and made him feel great for days afterward. 



  She’s smart, he has to give her that. She’s former military, and he wonders how much experience she has had conducting interrogations. Eyes that could bore a hole into vibranium, and a talent for detecting lies that makes it that much more gratifying when he is able to get one past her. And, occasionally, an imitation of sincerity so convincing that it nearly gets past 
  
    him.
  



  “I’m not the enemy. You know that, right?” Sometimes, she does this thing where she pushes her hair back, and gives him an exasperated look that reminds him of his third-grade teacher. He doesn’t like it. “This isn’t a punishment, James. It’s an opportunity.”



  “Maybe I have a hard time trusting doctors,” he ventured once, scuffing the toe of his boot into the freshly-vacuumed carpet. “I’ve had some bad experiences with people in white coats.”



  “I’m not wearing a white coat,” she pointed out. “And I’m not just a doctor. I used to be a soldier. Just like you.”



  “Yeah. So did they.”


* * *


  “I want to talk about Steve Rogers,” Raynor says one day. 



  “Oh yeah?” He tries not to let his irritation show. It gets his hackles up to hear her say Steve’s name. He doesn’t know why. “Why, you a fan?” 



  “You know these little remarks are a defense mechanism, don’t you?” 



  “You prefer it when I’m offensive?” 



  She rolls her eyes and ignores him. “Did Steve tell you what he was going to do? And before you say anything else smart-alecky, I’m talking about his decision to give up his shield and leave.” 



  “That’s classified information, Doc,” Bucky quips smugly. “You ain’t got the clearance.” 



  “James, if you’re just going to be a pain in the ass, I - ”



  “It was a private conversation, okay? You’re the one who told me what boundaries are. Some of what was said isn’t mine to tell.” 



  “Fine,” she says tersely, and clicks her pen in that spiteful way he has begun to recognize all too well. “Can you at least tell me how 
  
    you
  
   felt about the conversation?” 



  “It was good to catch up, you know? I mean, we never really got to talk during the fight at the compound, and then it was so hectic after. It was nice to get some quiet time together, you know? Catch up on the five years before.” 



  “James.” The skin around her lips is turning white. He loves when that happens. “I think you know perfectly well what I’m asking you. How did you feel about Steve Rogers deciding not to come back?”



  “Felt great.” 



  “Steve Rogers left you stranded in the present, and you felt great about it?” 



  “Sure. I’m happy for him, you know? Guy’s my best friend, and he finally got what he wanted, after going through everything he went through. I mean, I’m grateful, you know? Thank God I got to see him off that way, instead of, I dunno, standing over his coffin.”



  “That’s utter 
  
    bullshit
  
  ,” Raynor clips off, and throws herself against the back of her chair so hard, he kind of hopes she’ll tip it right over. She doesn’t. Another disappointment. “He was your best friend — your 
  
    only
  
   friend since you became the Winter Soldier — and he was more than that, wasn’t he? He was your protector. He watched out for you, helped you out, saved your life more than once. And you’re telling me that this person, the 
  
    one
  
   person you counted on, leaves you behind and all you can say is, you’re happy for him?”



  “Why are you doing this? What are you trying to make me say here?”



  “I’m trying to get you to tell me how you actually feel about 
  
    something
  
  . Anything. If you can’t tell me something true about Steve Rogers, then I don’t know what we’re doing here, James, I really don’t.”



  
    You don’t deserve to hear the truth about Steve Rogers, 
  
  he wants to say, but he can see that she is angry now, and he knows that he has to appease her somehow, show her that he is “trying,” so he takes a breath and tells her the first thing that comes to mind — at least, the first thing that isn’t likely to make her start scribbling in her goddamn little book of grievances. 



  “He jumped on a grenade.” 



  It works. Raynor’s face softens by a fraction. She nods for him to keep going. 


* * *


  “He jumped on a grenade. Did he ever tell you that?”



  They’d been playing cards, the three of them — Peggy and Bucky and Steve — in the rec tent, the night before the first of the big raids on the HYDRA bases. Peggy had just won yet another game — she beat them so regularly, they didn’t know why they still bothered trying —- and Steve had excused himself for a moment. It was late; Peggy was gathering the cards up, tapping them into the deck, neatly and precisely, the way she did everything. Bucky was smoking a cigarette, finishing his glass of rotgut gin, and trying not to think about how, tomorrow, he would be facing the very same people who had already shown him, slowly and thoroughly, just how much pain a human body could take and still not die. 



  She’d spoken so quietly, he didn’t realize at first that she was talking to him. Peggy rarely addressed him directly. Oh, she was friendly enough, never appearing to mind when he third-wheeled with her and Steve, but, although she often spoke to groups that included him, and seemed to appreciate his contributions to their battle plans, the two of them had never yet shared a real conversation. He didn’t hold it against her — whenever they were in a room together, Steve was there too, and anyone could see that she and Steve could hardly keep their eyes off one another long enough to notice anyone else. 



  Besides, not that he liked thinking much about it, but he could tell people got a little funny around him. Nobody knew what exactly had happened to him in Zola’s lab. All they knew was that he was the only one who had ever gotten out of there alive, and that, ever since, there was something about him that wasn’t quite the same. Well, to tell the truth, he had no way of knowing if that was why people treated him the way they did — lingering glances when they didn’t think he noticed, conversations ceasing when he walked into a room, a certain deference that sure as hell hadn’t been there before — or if all this was because he was revealed to be Cap’s best friend, and the whole reason Steve had raided that compound. Somehow, the second possibility bothered him more. 



  In any case, it took him a good few seconds after Peggy spoke to notice that she was waiting for a response, that gaze of hers leveled at him like a pair of gun barrels. “Sorry?” he said hastily, guiltily, feeling a bit like he’d been caught daydreaming in class. 



  “He jumped on a grenade,” she repeated. “Did he ever tell you that?”



  “About a grenade? N-no, I don’t think so, but I definitely saw him doing crazier things than that when we were fighting our way out of —”



  “No,” she said shortly. “Before. Before the serum.”



  “Before…?” Already, Bucky was almost beginning to forget about everything before the serum. No, that’s not true — he had forgotten nothing from that time. It was just that it was getting harder to patch his memories of Steve over the new and improved version of him. “What do you mean?”



  “Before he was given the serum and became Captain America,” Peggy said. “Before he was selected for it. During his initial training, with all the other candidates. Colonel Phillips wanted to — oh, to test the boys’ mettle, I suppose. Ridiculous, really. He threw a grenade at them while they were running drills in the yard. It wasn’t live, of course,” she added quickly, noticing the look on Bucky’s face. “He only wanted to see how they’d react. Steve, he - he threw himself on top of it. Shouted for everyone else to get to safety.” She inhaled sharply through her nose, her mouth tight. “That’s when he was chosen to receive the serum.”



  Bucky waited for her to go on, his jaw clenched. The churning feeling in his gut was familiar; it was the same one he used to get whenever he showed up to meet Steve somewhere, and heard the sound of punches landing around the corner. When she said nothing more, he let out a low whistle and said, “That was a damned brave thing to do,” because he guessed that was what he was supposed to say. And not
  
     I’d like to kick Phillips’ overly decorated ass.
  
  



  But Peggy shook her head, and clicked her tongue. “He jumped on a grenade, James,” she said impatiently. “It was an open space. With plenty of room to run. Which is what the rest of the recruits did. Everyone else — 
  
    everyone else
  
   — ran for cover. These men were none of them cowards, you know. Many of them went on to fight, and fought bravely. It isn’t cowardice to not want to die.” The deck of cards landed on the table with a soft thump, and, suddenly, she moved closer to Bucky, and placed her hand on top of his. “Do you understand what I’m saying, James?”



  It shocked him, the unexpected warmth of her touch, the burning plea in her wide eyes, no longer anything like gun barrels. Little dark specks clung to the skin around her eyelashes. The paler color of her lips showed through the flaking edges of her lipstick, and her powder had worn off, so he could see the ochre smudges beneath her eyes, the freckles on her cheeks. She looked very young, terribly tired, and undisguisedly afraid. He had never before seen her look afraid. 



  “Yeah.” He nodded slowly. “I hear you, Peggy.”



  “Good.” Just as suddenly, she released his hand and moved away from him, crisp and composed once more. She picked up the cards and resumed tapping them into a perfectly edged stack. Keeping her eyes on her hands, she said, briskly, “You’ll look after him, won’t you, Sergeant Barnes?”



  And he wanted to say, 
  
    How am I supposed to do that? When he refused to keep his scrawny ass out of harm’s way back when a stiff breeze could have knocked him over, let alone now that he thinks — and everyone thinks — that he can fight an army by himself? How am I supposed to look after him when I still wake up shaking every morning because the sunlight reminds me of that lamp on my face, when I sometimes forget how to breathe if my jacket pulls too tight across my chest? How am I supposed to look after him when I’m not even sure who he is anymore, maybe even who I am?
  



  But he didn’t say any of that. He said the only thing he could say, which, anyway, had always been the truth. 



  “Always.”


* * *


  “Why did you tell me that story?” asks Raynor, but there is no acid in her tone this time. He suspects she wants him to confirm her own interpretation, which is more credit than she usually gives him. 



  “Because,” he replies confidently, pretty sure that he’s got the right answer. “You wanted to know why I was happy for Steve. Steve has always been the guy to sacrifice himself for whatever he saw as the greater good. I spent most of the time I knew him scared to death that he would kill himself trying to do the right thing. So when he finally decided to do something just for himself, when he told me he was going someplace he would finally be 
  
    safe
  
   — I’d never felt more relieved. And, yeah, happy for him. And Peggy too. Can you understand that, Doc? Or are you telling me you’ve never had a real friend?”



  A slight smile tugs at her mouth, like she is unwilling to give him the satisfaction of validating anything he says. She shuts her notebook and glances at the clock. “Time’s up for today, soldier,” she says, almost warmly. “Good work.”



  He leaves, feeling, for once, like he’s won their weekly sparring match. He probably isn’t supposed to think of these sessions as sparring matches, but he decides that he’s done enough soul-searching for today, and deserves to take the rare win.



  What he doesn’t tell her is that, when he finally confronted Steve about the grenade story, Steve had merely shrugged and said, “It landed in the middle of a bunch of people. Someone had to do it. If you’d been there, you’d have done the same thing.”



  And Bucky had been too ashamed to correct him, or to say anything else about it to Steve, ever again. 


  



4. Captain America and Bucky

Summary for the Chapter:
            Sam comes to visit Bucky. Bucky remembers the last conversation he had with Steve.

          


    
    
  Sam Wilson calls him up one day. Bucky isn’t even sure how Sam got his number. A little bird must have told him. Sam informs him that he is going to be in New York on business - he doesn’t elaborate, and Bucky doesn’t ask him to - and insists on dropping by. When they meet up, Sam is out of uniform, and looks a lot better than he did the last time Bucky saw him, not least because someone finally convinced him to shave off the ridiculous chin-strap beard he had been sporting. 



  Bucky had planned to keep the reunion short and sweet - a drink at a bar, a firm handshake, an even firmer “see you around” - but Sam, being Sam, tricks Bucky into letting him see Bucky’s apartment. 



  “I just want to see how you live, man,” Sam cajoles in that pushy, Southern way of his. “I haven’t had my own place since 2016 - you remember, I was on the run with Steve for two years 
  
    for reasons we don’t need to mention
  
  , and now I’m crashing with my sister and her kids, and everything she owns is either 
  
    pink
  
   or has Spongebob on it. Come on, let me see your man-cave, I promise not to judge your knife collection.” Bucky doesn’t feel like asking what spongebob is - some kind of mold? - and he is unpleasantly aware of the part he played in Sam’s current lack of a permanent abode, so he grudgingly agrees.



  He regrets his soft-heartedness immediately. “Damn,” Sam whistles, looking around the empty space. “You get robbed or something?” 


“No, I have not been robbed. I just moved in, okay? I’m still, you know, I’m still getting settled.” 


  “Dude, it’s been months. You couldn’t get a table or something? Where do you, like, eat dinner?” 



  “There’s a lot of restaurants around here. So.” 



  “At least you’ve got that.” Sam nods toward the TV set. “Priorities, right? Lemme guess, you never miss a Mets game?”



  “Something like that.” The TV is important. Bucky keeps it on all night, so that the first thing he sees when he wakes up is the time and date glowing at the bottom of the screen. 



  “But you need a couch to watch it on,” Sam continues, oblivious to Bucky’s reticence. “A guy needs a nice 
  
    couch
  
  , you know what I mean?” He keeps gawping around like he’s never seen walls before, and then his eye is caught by a stack of sheets and blankets, neatly folded and placed on the floor. “How come you keep your laundry in the living room?”



  “I sleep there,” Bucky says defensively. He has to admit, the stack looks a lot smaller and less bed-like than it did that morning, before Sam had invited himself over. “What?” he snaps, even though Sam hasn’t said anything. 



  “Nothing,” Sam says, innocently shaking his head. “Nothing at all. No, this is a completely normal apartment for a completely normal person. But, you know what, do you mind if we go someplace else to hang out? I’m feeling oppressed by all this opulence.” 



  They take a short walk around the neighborhood, buy paper cups of coffee, and end up wandering over to the local park. At the top of a tall hill overlooking the East River, they stop to watch the barges and ferries cut white streaks through blue-gray water. Passing clouds bend the sunlight, brushing it artfully over the tops of distant skyscrapers. It looks almost the way he remembers, but Bucky has stopped trying to find the familiar in the unfamiliar, so he turns away from the view, although Sam seems to be enjoying it.
  



  Bucky is just about to point out that they probably have both buildings and water where Sam is from, when Sam asks, “So how are you doing? What have you been up to?”



  “Oh, you know,” Bucky says vaguely. “This and that. I, uh. I joined a gym.” It’s next door to an auto repair shop, and he has never figured out if it’s a money-laundering front or just doing its best impression of one. It has eight dented lockers, no towel service, and a sparse clientele closer to his actual age than his apparent one. “It’s nice.”



  “Hey, that’s good, man. Staying healthy, huh?”



  “Keeps me young.”



  “Wait a minute.” Sam makes a show of widening his eyes and dropping his jaw. “Was that a - did you just make a 
  
    joke
  
  ? I didn’t know cyborgs could make jokes.”



  “I’m actually programmed to be hilarious.”



  “Hey, hey, I said it was a joke. I didn’t say it was funny.” Bucky shoots him a glare of unmasked irritation, which only makes Sam burst into triumphant guffaws, slapping at his own knee. 



  It wasn’t even 
  
    that
  
   fucking funny. Who laughs at their own jokes anyway? 



  “I’m just kidding, man, I’m kidding,” Sam finally says, wiping tears from his eyes. “So, what else you been doing? Have you seen anyone since you’ve been back?” 



  Bucky prays for strength. This fucking guy and his fucking questions. “Like who?” 



  “I dunno, aren’t you from here? Thought you might still have some people around.” 



  “Missed my last few high school reunions. So.” 



  “There you go again, trying to be funny. What about your family?” 



  “Family’s all dead, Sam. Been dead for years, what are you getting at?” 



  “Not getting at anything,” Sam says mildly. “You had sisters, didn’t you? Just thought you might have looked up some of their kids, grandkids. Cousins. Something.” 



  “I don’t get the feeling they’d be all that thrilled to hear from me.” 



  “Why’s that?”



  “In case you forgot,” Bucky grates out, “I made the papers once or twice. If anyone was interested in getting in touch with me, I’m pretty easy to look up. I’m not about to show up on my sisters’ grandkids’ doorstep and ask them to just -” He takes a long sip of coffee to stop himself from saying the rest. 
  
    To just pretend I’m a real person who has any business getting involved in anyone’s real life.
  



  “Bucky,” Sam says, not knowing when to quit, “family’s family. You shouldn’t be alone right now. You need -”



  “Drop it, Sam,” he snarls. “Just drop it. Okay?” 



  “Okay,” Sam says softly, placatingly. “Okay. It’s dropped.” He goes quiet for a little while, looking off into the distance again, but the quiet doesn’t last. It never does. This is Sam Wilson. “How about your pardon? All that come through like they promised?”



  “It did.” Feeling contrite for snapping earlier, Bucky decides to volunteer, “They got me seeing a therapist. As a condition. Of the pardon.” 



  “Oh yeah? How’s that going? Do you like him?”



  “Her. She’s fine. Asks a lot of questions.” 



  “Well, that’s kind of the gig.” 



  Bucky remembers what Steve told him about Sam - that Sam was also once a therapist or something. “Her name’s Christina Raynor. You know her?”



  Sam shakes his head. “Can’t say that I do, but, if they assigned her to you, I’m guessing she’s pretty good at her job. No offense.”



  “Some taken.” 



  “Listen, I’m just saying, give this a chance. I know your generation didn’t go in for talking about your 
  
    feelings
  
  , but -”



  “You don’t know anything about my generation.”



  “I know more than you think,” Sam retorts. “I spent two years bunking with Steve, remember? My point is, she’s gonna be trying to help you. So maybe let her. I’m not saying you 
  
    need 
  
  help,” he says quickly, preempting Bucky’s rising objection. “I’m just saying, you don’t have to do this alone.” 



  Bucky smirks. “You ever give this speech to Steve?” 



  Sam exhales what sounds like years’ worth of frustration. It cheers Bucky up, just a little. “Maybe.” 



  “He ever let you finish talking before he was off to the next fight?” 



  Sam smiles ruefully. “Hey, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth a try. Or that he was right. Listen. While we’re talking about Steve.” He rolls his coffee cup between his hands awkwardly, momentarily tongue-tied in a most un-Sam-like way. “Did you know? Did he tell you what he was gonna do?” 



  “It was a private conversation,” Bucky says curtly, and wishes people would stop asking him about it. “I don’t want to discuss it.” 



  “I understand that, man. I just - look, I’ll understand if you’d rather not say, but I just keep wondering, you know, why me? Why did he give me the shield?”



  
    How should I know
  
  , Bucky is about to say, but he doesn’t. Because, for once, Sam isn’t being infuriatingly blithe, or making fun of everything, or offering opinions about things that are none of his business. There’s something raw and open in his expression, and it makes Bucky remember a moment from a long time ago. 



  Plinky piano music, and voices singing loudly off-key. The smell of spilled beer, sweat and sawdust. And someone looking at him, just like this. Like there was something he wanted, but didn’t quite know how to ask. Like maybe he didn’t even know what he was asking for. 



  
    “You gonna follow Captain America into the jaws of death?”
  



  “He said you were the right man for the job,” Bucky tells Sam. “He said you were good at making hard choices, and following through on them. He said you knew what that shield meant. That you’d know what to do with it.”



  “He said all that?”



  “More or less.” Less. It was less. But Steve gave the shield to Sam, and Bucky believes that he knew Steve well enough to understand why he did. (Better than Sam knew Steve, even if they 
  
    had 
  
  spent two years on the run together.) 



  “Right.” Sam nods, and drops his sunglasses over his eyes. “Well, thanks for telling me that. Listen, before I forget.” He digs around in his pocket. “Think fast.”



  A shimmering handful of something metallic streaks through the air. Without thinking, Bucky puts out his hand and catches it. When he opens his fingers, he finds a set of dog tags curled in his palm, bright against the black leather of his glove. 



  They are 
  
    his
  
   dog tags. From the war. They flash in the sunlight, much shinier than the set he remembers, but otherwise, exactly the same as the ones he had around his neck when he and the other Howling Commandos went out to stop Zola’s train. 



  “H-how?” is all he can say, turning them over and over in his hands. 



  “As far as the military is concerned,” Sam explains, “you’re still an active service member. These are replacements. All it took was a quick call. No big deal.”



  “Sam.” He needs to clear his throat before he says anything else. “Thank you.”



  Sam shrugs and takes a sip of his coffee, looking out over the water, sunglasses covering his face. “Yeah. Well, look, I should get going. It’s been real good catching up with you. Don’t be a stranger, okay? Put my number into your contacts, so you don’t think I’m a telemarketer next time I call you.” 



  “You’re already in my contacts.” 
  
    Sam Steve’s Bird Friend.
  



  “Well, then, you won’t have an excuse not to pick up.” Sam grins, gives Bucky a little wave and saunters off. He is at least thirty feet away when he stops and turns around. “And get some furniture,” he shouts across the park, entirely too loudly for Bucky’s liking. “Go to Ikea, for God’s sake. Get some 
  
    chairs.
  
   Stop being so 
  
    weird
  
  .” 



  On his way home, on one of the side streets, Bucky spots a wooden chair that someone has put out with the trash. It’s scuffed and scratched, but solid enough to sit on, and, frankly, nicer than most of the furniture he has ever owned. He picks it up, carries it home, and plunks it into the corner of his living room. Then, he takes a picture of it, and texts the picture to Sam. 


* * *


  That night, he takes out the red notebook that he got from Steve, nearly seven years before. It’s practically the only thing he has left that he considers a true possession, something that he would mind losing. The Winter Soldier was permitted to own nothing; the shabby little room in Bucharest was destroyed; and the contents of his backpack were, if they survived at all, probably languishing in the bowels of some government storage facility. The things that he had left behind in Wakanda - a few articles of clothing, some books - were cleared out after it became a certainty that none of the vanished were ever coming back. 



  It’s a miracle that this little thing survived. The day he got his vibranium arm installed and prepared to face Thanos, he’d stuck it into the inside pocket of his coat. He was never really sure why he did it; perhaps there had been some thought of letting Steve know that Bucky had taken good care of this flimsy little souvenir of Steve’s time as a freshly-defrosted living relic. 



  In the early days after his deprogramming, Bucky would sometimes take the notebook out and leaf through it. Sometimes, he would even scribble on the back pages in pencil - just small things he wanted to talk about with Steve, especially after Bucky looked up some of the entries on Steve’s list. How the dame in 
  
    I Love Lucy
  
   looked a lot like the waitress Steve used to moon over, how the guy from 
  
    Rocky 
  
  reminded him of one of the super-soldiers created in Siberia and murdered by Zemo, and how 
  
    Trouble Man
  
   was pretty good, but had Steve ever heard of this guy, Sam Cooke? But then, they would usually get too distracted by their actual conversation for Bucky to remember the notes he had made for himself. And then, one night, he decided to rip the back pages out, because what kind of oddball does that? Who keeps a list of topics to bring up while talking to his best friend? 



  The funny thing is, he still remembers most of what he’d jotted down. The one thing he wishes he had a record of is something he’d never put on paper at all: the last conversation he ever had with Steve. 


* * *


  Here is how it happened. 



  Steve and Bucky were sitting on the dock by Tony’s cabin, a few hours after Tony’s funeral. They were drinking beers, still wearing their suits, watching the sun set over the lake, dyeing it violet and orange and maroon. A thousand tiny blinding shards went dancing across the water’s surface, shambolic and shape-shifting, like props and puppets cut from golden foil: little gold boats, little gold shields, little gold men. A gentle breeze stirred their hair, and all was quiet and peaceful. It was the kind of peace that feels like a promise of something better than peace, and Bucky remembered moments just like this, sitting with Steve on a rooftop in Brooklyn, watching the sky change colors, imagining the rest of their lives. 



  Steve said, “Bucky, there’s something I have to tell you. When I was traveling through time to find the infinity stones, we went to Camp Lehigh in 1970, and I saw Peggy again. She was so…”



  “Beautiful,” Bucky said with a knowing grin, because who could forget Peggy. 



  “Beautiful,” Steve agreed. “But more than that. She was just as I remembered her. It was like no time had passed since we last saw each other. Like I never went into the ice. Like I never — like I never buried her. She was as real as she ever was. I could have touched her, Bucky.” 



  “Did you?”



  “No. I had to get back. We had to find a way to bring everyone back.” Steve bows his head. “Bucky,” he says, “I’ve been thinking. I’ve had enough. Enough fighting. Enough grief. I want to go back. I want to go back to the love of my life.” 



  Bucky said, “How are you gonna do that?”



  “Tomorrow, when I go to put all the stones back where they came from. I’m not going to come back here, Bucky. I’m going to find Peggy, and stay with her.” 



  Bucky said, “Are you sure about this, Steve?”



  “I owe my best girl a dance,” said Steve. The words sounded practiced, as though he’d said them before. Or thought them, many times. “And maybe I owe this to myself, too. The chance to get the life I’ve always wanted. To find my peace.” 



  “But Steve,” said Bucky, “what if something goes wrong?”



  “You don’t have to worry about me anymore,” said Steve. “I’m finally doing something just for myself. And you — you should do the same thing. It’s your turn, Buck. We’ve both served this thing,” Steve pointed to the shield lying beside him, shiny as a fresh-made vow, “this idea. We’ve done our time. Let’s go out and find our own lives, while we still can.” 



  Bucky said, “I’m gonna miss you, buddy.”



  “It’ll be all right,” said Steve.



  And Bucky said, “Of course it will. Of course it will, pal. This is the happy ending we both deserve.”



  And Steve smiled, and patted Bucky’s shoulder, and they went back to looking at the sunset, which was very pretty.



  No. 



  That wasn’t it. 



  Steve and Bucky were sitting around the kitchen table in Tony’s cabin. Everyone else was asleep. It was the middle of the night. They were drinking glasses of Tony’s excellent Scotch. Or possibly orange juice. 



  Steve said, “Bucky, I’ve been thinking. I’m going to go back in time, and be with Peggy. And I’m going to give Sam the shield. But not before I leave. I’m going to go back in time, reappear as an old man, and give him the shield, whether he wants it or not.”



  Bucky said, “That’s insane. How are you going to be sure you get back at the exactly right time? How are you going to find Peggy? Didn’t she get married? Steve, this might kill you. Don’t do this.” 



  And Steve said, “What the hell would you know about anything? You’ve spent most of the past century either unconscious, or talking to goats, or out of your fucking mind.” 



  No, that’s not it either. 



  Steve said, “Bucky, I’ve been thinking. When I go back to return the stones. You know, I could detour and visit Peggy.”



  And Bucky grunted, because he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say. 



  Steve said, “What if I … stayed there? With her?” 



  Bucky said, “Is that what you want?” 



  And Steve said, “I don’t know. Would you be okay if I did?”



  Bucky grunted again, and said, “It’s your life, Steve. I can’t stop you from doing what you need to do.” And thought to himself, 
  
    It’s not like you ever listened to a word I said anyway, serum or no serum.
  



  Steve said, with a little sigh, “Thanks. I guess that’s something for me to think about.”



  And Bucky never really knew which way he decided, until the old man showed up. 



  No. That’s still not right.



  Steve and Bucky were sitting around a kitchen table, late at night, and Steve said, “Bucky, I’ve been thinking. I’m gonna enlist.”



  And Bucky said, “That’s insane, Steve.”



  No. 



  Steve said, “I’m tired of taking care of everyone. I’m tired of doing what I’m supposed to do. I want to get what I want, for once, goddammit, can’t you see that? I’m tired of taking care of 
  
    you
  
  .” 



  No, Steve would never. Would he? 



  Steve said, “Bucky, I can’t do this anymore. I don’t belong here. I’ve never belonged here. All this time, I’ve been kidding myself — that I’m here to serve a purpose, to protect, to lead the team. I should never have come out of the ice. Look at what I did since then: I let two of my teammates die on my watch. I was a pawn for HYDRA, for 
  
    years
  
  . I destroyed Sokovia. I made myself an enemy of several states. I thought I was doing it all for the greater good, but when the stakes were the highest they’d ever been, I failed. I failed five years ago, and, if it wasn’t for everyone’s help, I would have failed this time too. I couldn’t stop Thanos. I’m no Carol Danvers. I’m no Bruce. I’m not even Tony Stark. I was supposed to be this big hero, the greatest fighter the world ever saw, and maybe I was — in 1945. They didn’t count on what would happen eighty years down the line. They couldn’t. I’m a goddamn Thompson gun going up against a fucking space armada. I’m obsolete, Bucky. This world doesn’t need me anymore. And I - I don’t really know what I need, but I know I won’t find it here. I don’t know if I’ll find it anywhere, but if I have to start looking someplace … then I want to go back to when the world still made sense to me.”



  Bucky said, “Steve, take me with you.” 



  Steve said, “I need to do this on my own. It’ll be all right. I’ve talked to Pepper. Everett Ross. A few others. You’ll get a pardon. A place to live. Help settling in. It’s a chance for a new life for you, Buck.” 



  Bucky said, “But 
  
    you
  
   don’t want a new life. You want your old life.” 



  And Steve said, “Well. Unlike you, I deserve to be happy.” 



  No. He didn’t say that. He almost definitely didn’t say that. 



  Steve said, “Bucky, I would. I’d take you with me. But, where I’m going, HYDRA is still operational. Zola has the might of SHIELD behind him. I’m gonna try and stop him if I can, but who knows how timelines even work, and if he finds you … Bucky, where I’m going, there is no way for us to get to Wakanda. There’s no Shuri. Shuri’s mother hasn’t even been born yet. It won’t be safe for you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”



  And Bucky said nothing, and wished, for the thousandth time, that he had died on that train. 



  But that probably isn’t right either. He’s gone over this conversation so many times in his head, the memory has grown warped and fragmented, pieces reconfiguring themselves and swapping places with other memories. And maybe it doesn’t matter, that he can’t really remember how it went. He remembers that Steve made a decision. That Bucky didn’t stop him. Or couldn’t stop him. 



  In the end, Steve left. 



  And that part he knows is true. 


  


