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INTRODUCTION
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While there have been many patriotic comic book heroes, few have been as successful as Captain America. Cap doesn’t just represent a force for good like his fellow Avengers, but the hopes and dreams of America’s founding fathers: The hope of a better, more righteous world order, one where the strong don’t prey on the weak and the rich don’t exploit the poor and less fortunate. Whether its Steve Rogers or Sam Wilson carrying the shield, Captain America remains true to the American dream rather than whoever happens to be in charge. Cap’s heroic stance was on display from his very first appearance as Joe Simon and Jack Kirby’s new star punched Adolf Hitler in the face on the cover of Captain America Comics #1 months before America entered World War II. Simon and Kirby’s powerful, iconic cover was one of the bravest acts in the history of the medium and firmly established Cap’s credentials as a shining example of hope and resilience in the face of a troubled and war-torn world.

“With Captain America,” writer Evan Narcisse explains, “you have the emergence of the idea that a superhero can be explicitly coded to stand in for the collective consciousness of a society and a country. While many American superheroes created during World War II were used as symbols in a conflict that was framed in good-vs-evil terms, Captain America took that symbolism to another level. Furthermore, the foundational specifics of his origin story invoke the ideals of the United States’ creation myth: a nameless nobody gets transformed by ingenuity into a larger-than-life figure.”

When Stan Lee and Jack Kirby revived Captain America at the start of the Marvel Age of Comics—and the start of the creative and cultural explosion of the 1960s—Cap again stood for values many could only dream about. This time he was a man out of time, an old-fashioned hero from an era that seemed far clearer cut than the modern-day world. It was a hero who would quickly become the mainstay of the Avengers as well as leading his own best-selling title.

The idea of Captain America has intrigued many of the medium’s greatest creators, and many of his best stories have proven to be not just amazing page turners but also socially astute reflections of their eras. If creators want to tell stories of what it truly means to be American, what the dreams of hope and freedom the country is built on really means—while also warning of the dark forces that often oppose such freedoms—there is no better hero to use than Captain America. Cap’s not just an emblem of American patriotism, but a sentinel of liberty and symbol of hope for the whole wide world … and beyond.






[image: A colorful comic book cover featuring Captain America punching a Nazi officer, with a patriotic theme.]
The image of Captain America punching Hitler—months before America entered the war—remains one of the most iconic covers of all time. Captain America Comics #1 (March 1941). Art by Jack Kirby and Joe Simon. Description 1







CHAPTER ONE BIRTH OF A LEGEND
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It was the early days of comic books and superheroes were starting to become a big deal. By 1940, Martin Goodman, publisher of Timely Comics—the company that one day would become Marvel—had already introduced two new stars in Marvel Comics #1 (October 1939): the original Human Torch (created by Carl Burgos) and Namor, the Sub-Mariner (created by Bill Everett). Goodman was looking for another new hero. Enter Joe Simon and Jack Kirby. They hailed from a generation of young, working-class creators who were making their mark on a new industry in a world facing the rising tide of fascism and the menace of Adolf Hitler.

“It was a time of deep passion,” Kirby explained. “Hitler was grabbing all of Europe; we had Nazis in America, Nazis holding mass meetings in America in Madison Square Garden… the fervor about [World War II] and what our country was going to do about it. Captain America was created in that atmosphere; he was a natural outgrowth of the passionate mood of the country.”

Simon’s original sketch of the hero brought in elements of Roman mythology and gave him a chain-mail tunic; wings on the side of his mask, to evoke the god Mercury; and a shield, reminiscent of the knights of Arthurian myth. To make the hero realistic, Simon and Kirby spun a tale attributing his powers to science: The injection of a special formula turns weedy patriot Steve Rogers into a Super-Soldier, the perfect embodiment of the American dream. To advance the story, a Nazi spy then kills the project’s head scientist, Professor Reinstein, and destroys the serum before Rogers can stop him. Goodman loved the idea so much that he gave the hero his own self-titled comic from the very start, which was almost unheard of at the time.

The cover of Captain America Comics #1 (March 1941) became one of the most iconic images in the medium’s history. As Captain America editor Alanna Smith explains, “It was incredibly bold for Joe Simon and Jack Kirby to put out a comic [in which] a man wearing red, white, and blue is punching Hitler right on the cover. I think it speaks to a real (and admirable) frustration on the part of the creators that the U.S. wasn’t doing more to stop the rising tide of fascism, and I imagine it had an impact on how people—at least, those reading comics—viewed the Nazis.”

As Simon later explained, every hero needs a bad guy. For the new hero, one instantly sprang to his mind. “I was looking for great villains,” Simon said. “I came up with the best villain of them all—Adolf Hitler, who was hated by everyone in the free world.”






The new issue proved to be a resounding success, selling more than a million copies. Its popularity also caused problems for the creators: Threats from Nazi Bund (American Nazi supporters) became such a regular event that the office required police protection.

Captain America was accompanied by a sidekick: Bucky Barnes. Teen heroes were popular at the time, but they served another important function. “We liked the hero to have someone to talk to,” Simon explained. “Otherwise, they would just talk to themselves.” Simon also revealed that the origins of the teen hero’s name stretched back to his own high school basketball team. “There was a guy on the team named ‘Bucky’ Pierson, and he was also called ‘Corky.’ So when it came time to pick a name for Cap’s sidekick, ‘Bucky’ is the name we went with.”

Additionally, Captain America Comics #1 debuted a villain who went on to become Cap’s nemesis: the Red Skull. Although the villain was intended for only a single story, the Red Skull’s popularity ensured his return in future adventures.

The new hero’s success stemmed from more than just patriotic fever. The world had never seen art as dynamic as Kirby’s. “Nobody could match the thunder and lightning Jack Kirby brought to the new American art form known as comic books,” Simon declared years later.

Smith shares that view. “It was a massive shock to the system. Most comics at the time were pretty carefully structured—no irregularly shaped panels or panel breaks—but Cap #1 is full of them. These are techniques we take for granted now, but at the time, they were groundbreaking, and there were very few comics on stands that looked—or moved—like Captain America Comics #1. It had a sense of dynamism that you just couldn’t find anywhere else, and it shaped a lot of comics that came after it, even to this day.”

Steve Marchant, Comic Art Curator for London’s Cartoon Museum, agrees that Kirby’s approach was influential. “I love the raw, frenetic energy of the earliest Kirby strips, displaying an artist at the outset of a career that would change the look of superhero comics forever.”

The workload was intense, with Simon and Kirby calling on others to help finish issues. Classic comic artists Al Avison and Al Gabriele joined them, with Al Liederman helping out on inks, Howard Ferguson lettering, and Marty Burstein taking on some of the writing work. Captain America Comics #3 was also notable for the debut of another new writer: Eighteen-year-old Stanley Lieber penned a Captain America text story in that issue. Not wanting to use his real name, Lieber used a pen name: Stan Lee.

[image: A vibrant comic-style hero hurls a round shield with flair, as playful text jokes about its perfect shape and unexpected boomerang-like moves.]
When Joe Simon and Jack Kirby decided to change Cap’s shield, Simon created a special bulletin board for the art team, to remind them of the new look. Art by Joe Simon. Description 2




[image: A vibrant comic book cover introducing Captain America, titled Case No. 1: Meet Captain America, created by Joe Simon and Jack Kirby.]
Cap’s first issue featured this splash page. Captain America and Bucky’s early adventures saw them fighting Nazi agents and saboteurs, as well as more monstrous foes. Captain America Comics #1 (March 1941). Art by Jack Kirby and Joe Simon. Description 3



[image: Captain America battles a witch, ghosts, and monsters in a vibrant comic scene set inside a dark, medieval castle filled with supernatural chaos.]
Although Cap is best known for his wartime action, early stories saw him taking on supernatural threats, a nod to the popular horror comics of the era. Captain America Comics #8 (November 1941). Art by Joe Simon and Jack Kirby. Description 4



[image: A comic book scene showing Steve Rogers undergoing a transformation into a super-soldier through a scientific experiment.]
The main elements of Captain America’s origin remained the same when the hero returned in the dawn of the Marvel age. Tales of Suspense #63 (March 1965). Pencils by Jack Kirby, inks by Frank Giacoia (as Frank Ray), colors by Stan Goldberg. Description 5




The new comic attracted the attention of future Marvel art editor (and comic legend) John Romita Sr. “Captain America, in a way, bookends my life,” Romita explained. “I was eleven when the first issue was published. My friends in Brooklyn, all comics traders, were unaware that it was not the usual superhero book. My own reactions foreshadowed my future in comics. I showed them how different it was from all the others they had seen and noticed the figures leaping out of the panels, making every page so exciting. It was clear to me this ‘Simon and Kirby’ were not doing the ordinary comics we’d known.”

The debut issue was a resounding success, but a minor problem arose when a rival publisher claimed that Cap’s shield was too similar to the costume of its own character, the Shield. Simon and Kirby made a change in the second issue, giving Cap a round shield inspired by Simon’s childhood. “When I was a kid, we used to play with garbage can lids, using them as shields. We would throw stones at each other and defend ourselves with garbage can lids,” Simon recalled. “As it turned out, Captain America, with his new round shield, had a better weapon to hurl and twirl through space and what have you. All was zooming and booking in Capland.”

The comic’s amazing success led to spin-offs. All-Winners Comics started in summer 1941. Although the comic started as an anthology featuring Cap, Human Torch, Sub-Mariner, and other heroes in solo stories, it eventually included one of Timely’s first super teams from All-Winners Comics #19 (September 1946), with Cap and his allies teaming up to fight a mad scientist. They weren’t the first super team Timely put out, though. Captain America’s sidekick, Bucky, led the first when the Young Allies title was released in June 1941.

The war saw Timely’s main creators join the military, and Kirby landed on Omaha Beach just after D-Day. Stan Lee returned to Timely after the war, acting as editor and penning the new All-Winners Squad in All-Winners Comics #19.

In a post-war world, superheroes fell out of favor. Captain America—along with the Human Torch and Sub-Mariner—tried to make a comeback in the 1950s, starting with Young Men #24 (December 1953). The anthology featured the first superhero work by Romita on the Captain America strip.

[image: A comic book page featuring Captain America punching a man in a green suit, with accompanying text narrating the story.]
Lee later stated that he used the pen name Stan Lee because he wanted to save his real name—Stanley Lieber—for when he wrote the great American novel. Captain America Comics #3 (May 1941). Story by Stan Lee, pencils by Jack Kirby. Description 6



“In 1953, just out of the Army, I was given a shot at a revival of Captain America. Excited but worried at the prospect of fouling up an homage to the character so important to me as a boy, I did my best. We did some short stories in Young Men with legendary Bill Everett on Sub-Mariner and Dick Ayers on the Human Torch. Then Stan gave me a chance with a full book of Cap adventures… heaven!”

The story explained why Cap and Bucky had not been heard of since the war: Steve Rogers had become a teacher… but he’d been pulled back into action when the Red Skull returned. Cap also found a new enemy, with the cover hailing him as “Captain America: Commie Smasher.” It was a short-lived revival. The returning heroes—and, ultimately, Captain America’s comic—were soon canceled. That was the last the world saw of the hero until the dawn of the Marvel Age the following decade.


[image: The All Winners comic cover shows Captain America, Human Torch, and Sub-Mariner as puppets, dangling from strings controlled by a masked villain.]
Captain America teams up with other Timely heroes—Sub-Mariner, Human Torch, Whizzer, and Miss America—for the first time. All-Winners Comics #19 (September 1946). Art by Al Avison. Description 7



[image: On the cover of Captain America number 78: Commie Smasher!, Cap battles a bald villain and green monster in a bold, action-packed comic showdown.]
Captain America had a short return in the 1950s, by which time Timely had evolved into Atlas Comics. It also saw the early work of the legendary John Romita Sr. Captain America Comics #78 (September 1954). Art by John Romita Sr. Description 8




[image: A comic book cover featuring Captain America breaking through a wall with his shield, surrounded by dynamic text and vibrant colors.]
Captain America crashes back into solo action following his first Marvel Age appearance in Avengers #4. Tales of Suspense #59 (November 1964). Pencils by Jack Kirby. Description 9







CHAPTER TWO THE LEGEND RETURNS
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The Marvel Age of comics officially started with Fantastic Four #1, heralding a new era of creativity as Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, and Steve Ditko reinvented the graphic medium. By the time Lee and Kirby launched Avengers #1 in September 1963, they had already reintroduced a new incarnation of the Human Torch and brought back the Sub-Mariner in Fantastic Four. It wasn’t long before Captain America also came out of the deep freeze (in Cap’s case, literally). Strange Tales #114 paved the way for his comeback. Featuring “Captain America” fighting the Human Torch on another classic Kirby cover (a callback to their classic comics of the 1940s), this incarnation had readers feeling that something was off—and not just because of the red shorts Cap had on inside the pages. Throughout the story, Cap’s costume didn’t quite fit him the way it should. As it turned out, he was actually Human Torch’s enemy the Acrobat in disguise—but Lee and Kirby included a last panel of Johnny reading his old Captain America comics, wondering what had happened to the hero. Johnny and his fellow readers didn’t have to wait long. Avengers #4 (March 1964) brought Captain America back behind an iconic and much-homaged Kirby cover. An early draft of the cover even had a different tag line than the published version (stating, “The REAL Captain America lives again!”), to assure readers that this wasn’t another “bait and switch” criminal in disguise.

Kirby’s interior art made Steve Rogers look more noble than ever. Lee and Kirby revealed that Cap had been frozen in ice since the end of World War II, after trying to stop a rocket that led to the death of his old sidekick, Bucky Barnes. Cap soon became the Avenger—even gaining the nickname “the Star-Spangled Avenger.” Avengers #16 (May 1965) revealed another iconic cover, with Captain America heralding a whole new Avengers lineup inside. The cover showed Kirby’s dynamic character work at its best—ably inked by Sol Brodsky—and the lineup of potential new Avengers demonstrated that Marvel took creative chances with both its heroes and its villains. The issue revealed a new, slimmed-down roster for the team, as Cap introduced Hawkeye and ex-villains Quicksilver and the Scarlet Witch. This also meant that the World War II hero was now not only the team leader, but also a mentor to new heroes.






[image: Strange Tales number 114 cover shows a battle between Captain America and the Human Torch in a lively city backdrop—action-packed Marvel showdown!]
Captain America’s first modern-day Marvel appearance saw the hero turn out to be the villain Acrobat in disguise… and in red trunks on the interior pages. Strange Tales #114 (November 1963). Cover pencils by Jack Kirby, inks by Dick Ayers. Description 10



“I’ve always been fascinated by the fact that although Captain America has the least spectacular superpower of all, the mantle of leadership falls naturally upon him, as though he was born to command,” writer Stan Lee explained. “As you can probably imagine, Cap is one of the hardest hero characters to write, because the writer cannot use some exotic superpower to make his episodes seem colorful. He doesn’t fly, doesn’t have superhuman strength, can’t walk on walls or change his size. All he has to serve him are the extraordinary combat skills, his shield and his unquenchable love for freedom and justice. Yet, despite his lack of far-out powers, I’ve always considered Captain America to be one of the most charismatic, interesting and exciting heroes of all.”

By the time of Avengers #16, Cap was already coheadlining his own title with Iron Man. Cap had joined Iron Man in Tales of Suspense #59 (November 1964), after guest-starring in the previous issue’s Iron Man strip. At the time, Marvel distribution was limited, so three of its one-time horror/sci-fi titles were reformatted to feature newer heroes. Kirby maintained his high-quality covers, with Cap’s adventures inside often penciled by Don Heck. By 1968, Marvel had found new distribution and set about expanding its line; Iron Man and Captain America both gained their own titles. Cap carried on the Tales of Suspense numbering, with Captain America #100 (April 1968) effectively acting as a relaunch. By then, Kirby had been joined by inker Joe Sinnott. Their cover for the new series was more like a movie poster than a normal comic, featuring Cap’s allies and a supporting cast. Ralph Macchio, who became the editor on Captain America for much of the 1990s, remains a big fan of this era. “I thought Kirby’s art was just at a peak,” he explains. “When he first came on Tales of Suspense, he could do the acrobatic stuff and the fight scenes that nobody else could touch. And it just got better and better. The artwork was just mind-blowing. And as a kid reading that stuff back then, the images always stayed with me.”

By the late 1960s, a new wave of comic artists—such as Neal Adams, Barry Windsor-Smith, and Jim Steranko—was starting to appear in print, taking comics to whole new levels of creativity. Steranko took on Cap’s adventures, and although he created only a handful of issues, he had a huge impact on the entire comic book industry by bringing a more cinematic style to the medium. Jack Kirby and Will Eisner were influences, but Steranko brought his own unique look to the title from his very first page.


[image: A comic book page featuring a battle between the Human Torch and a fake Captain America, who is revealed to be the Acrobat.]
After defeating the fake Captain America, Johnny Storm wonders what happened to the original—something readers soon found out in Avengers #4. Strange Tales #114 (November 1963). Pencils by Jack Kirby, inks by Dick Ayers. Description 11



[image: A comic book panel showing the Avengers discovering a frozen figure in a red, white, and blue costume, identified as Captain America.]
Captain America’s body had been frozen in ice after World War II, only to be found floating in the ocean by the Avengers. Pencils by Jack Kirby, inks by George Roussos. Description 12



[image: A comic book cover featuring Captain America and the Avengers, including Iron Man, Thor, and others, announcing Captain America Lives Again!]
The sight of Captain America leading the team is one of the medium’s most iconic and most homaged covers. Avengers #4 (March 1964). Pencils by Jack Kirby, inks by George Roussos. Description 13



[image: Tales of Suspense number 58 cover shows Iron Man versus Captain America in a fierce clash, with classic Marvel flair from October’s 12 cents issue.]
Iron Man and Captain America come to blows when the Armoured Avenger thinks his ally has been replaced by the Chameleon. Tales of Suspense #58 (October 1964). Art by Jack Kirby. Description 14




“I’d essentially learned to draw from comics, but my narrative approach derived from film,” Steranko explained. “The Zap Art style I’d created for Nick Fury [Steranko’s previous Marvel title] was inappropriate for [the] comics’ uberpatriot. He required an approach more expressive and sophisticated, more worthy of his historic eminence. Most artists use their standard one-size-fits-all approach on every assignment, but I had another idea for Captain America: to constrict the series using the same techniques that Hollywood directors used for their films—tight answering shots, integrated pan and tracking sequences, cinematic lighting, and reaction inserts. I felt Cap should have his own unique look in the Marvel Universe.”

Steranko’s first issue was Captain America #110 (February 1969), and it started explosively, with the Hulk rampaging through the issue (and cover) as Rick Jones briefly took on the role of a new Bucky. Steranko’s background was more graphic design than comics, and it showed in the design of both his covers—which were more like movie posters than the normal covers of the day—and many of his internal pages.

Mike Perkins, who worked with Ed Brubaker in the early 2000s on the Captain America Winter Soldier arc, explained, “Steranko introduced a graphic sensibility to any of the titles he worked on. A knowledge of design… trickled down through his illustrations [and], although originating solidly in the Kirby camp, became his own calling card that influenced many future generations of Captain America artists.”

Kirby briefly returned after Steranko, with John Romita Sr. coming back to a title that, in its 1950s incarnation, had been his first superhero work. Under the guidance of Gene Colan, one of the biggest changes occurred: The Falcon was introduced as the first African American superhero (Black Panther was Marvel’s first African hero).

“By this time, in the late 1960s, the Vietnam War and civil rights protests were regular occurrences, and Stan, always wanting to be at the forefront of things, started bringing these headlines into the comics,” Gene explained. “We did student-protest stories and the ‘Brother, Take My Hand’ in Daredevil. One of the biggest steps we took in this direction came in Captain America. I approached Stan, as I remember, with the idea of introducing an African American hero, and he took to it right away. As for the Falcon’s look, I had in mind a very rugged-looking, well-built, and tall guy.”

In his debut, Sam Wilson, aka the Falcon, helps Steve defeat the Red Skull after Cap’s old enemy body-swaps with him. The Falcon proved so popular that he not only became Captain America’s sidekick, but he also gained a coheadlining honor. Tochi Onyebuchi, who wrote Sam’s adventures as Captain America, is clear on the hero’s importance. “A narrative benefit to having characters of color as your protagonists (especially in stories set in the United States) is that there’s an automatic dramatic tension underlying every single interaction that you might not necessarily have if your protagonist is a white man.”

[image: The Avengers number 16 cover, from May, shows Captain America leading a bold new team with vibrant colors and the rallying cry : Avengers Assemble!]
Marvel always created game-changing moves. One of the earliest was replacing the original big-name Avengers with relative unknowns, creating what became known as the “Kookie Quartet.” Avengers #16 (May 1965). Art by Jack Kirby, Sol Brodsky, and Carl Hubbell. Description 15




[image: A vibrant comic book illustration of Captain America and Rick Jones battling Hydra agents in a chaotic, industrial setting.]
Jim Steranko’s use of dynamic movement and movie-style action created some of Cap’s most iconic images and influenced generations of artists. Captain America #110 (February 1969). Art by Jim Steranko. Description 16



[image: Six vintage comic book covers from the Captain America series, featuring dynamic illustrations of Captain America and other characters.]
Captain America #100 (April 1968). Pencils by Jack Kirby, inks by Syd Shores. Captain America #110 (February 1969). Art by Jim Steranko. Captain America #111 (March 1969). Art by Jim Steranko. Captain America #113 (May 1969). Art by Jim Steranko. Captain America #117 (September 1969). Pencils by Gene Colan, inks by Joe Sinnott and John Romita Sr. Captain America #139 (July 1971). Art by John Romita Sr. Description 17




[image: Captain America leaps through a window, shield in hand, to confront armed criminals near a green car in a dynamic comic book action scene.]
Jim Steranko might have been influenced by Jack Kirby and Will Eisner, but he created his own dynamic style, drawing much from his graphic arts background. Captain America #111 (March 1969). Pencils by Jim Steranko, inks by Joe Sinnott. Description 18



In the early 1970s, Marvel art legend Gil Kane briefly redesigned the Marvel covers to set them apart on the shelves and spinner racks, giving them a central box shape for the main image with the logo above. Lee’s stories continued to sometimes take on the social issues of the day, including racism and police corruption. When Romita returned, one hard-hitting story saw Rogers become a cop to root out a dirty officer. Romita’s powerful cover showed Rogers with two uniforms before him: Cap’s costume and a police uniform.

“I loved my cover to Captain America #139 (July 1971), which has Steve Rogers trying to choose between Captain America and a policeman,” Romita said. “It captures the human element that I liked to depict. In this issue, you’ll see me having fun in a tribute to Jack Kirby by showing flashbacks to Steve being berated by his World War II boss, Sergeant Duffy, while Sergeant Muldoon, NYPD ([whom] I visually based on Jack), gives him the same treatment.”
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“I'm sorry, Haines, but there
is no place in this army camp
for the likes of you. You have
lied, cheated, spied, and stolen.
Your conduct is no longer tol-
orable and I'm giving you a dis-
honorable discharge. Now get
out!”

Private Steve Rogers, doing
sentry duty nearby, was watch-
ing the scene interestedly. He
had never seen Colonel Stevens
so angry; and Lou Haines, too,
was threateningly mad. The
muscular giant shook his enor-
mous fist at the Colonel.

“O.K. Colonel,” snarled Lou,
“I'll get out. But let me warn
you now, you ain’t seen the last
of me! I'll get even somehow.
Mark my words, you'll pay for
this!” Haines walked toward

the camp gates, muttering in-
sults under his breath.

Suddenly Haines felt a strong
hand grasp his arm. He looked
around into the flashing eyes
of Steve Rogers! "I wouldn’t act
like that if I were you,” mur-
mured Steve, softly, “you were
insulting a man in the uniform
of the United States Army!
Here are the camp gates; now

beat it!”

Haines left, but there was a
look of hate in his eyes which
Steve could not help but notice!

* ok ok k%

Later that evening, Steve
Rogers was sitting in his tent
playing checkers with his young
side-kick, Bucky, the camp mas-
cot. Bucky looked disappointed.

“Gosh, Steve,” wailed Bucky,

“don’t you EVER lose a game?
I've forgotten what it feels like
to win.”

Steve smiled cheerfully. “T'll
tell you what, kid: suppose you
borrow a book on 'how to play
checkers’ and read it. That'll
give me a chance to get some
shut-eye. You don’t know how
tired it makes me to beat you
all the time!”

Steve ducked just in time to
dodge the pillow that Bucky
threw at him. “Why, you little
squirt,” he grinned, "I ought to
put you over my knee!"

"Oh yeah, you big palooka?
You and what other army?”
Bucky picked up another pillow
and was holding it ready

Suddenly Steve’s smile left
his face and he put his fingers
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