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      Morgan

      I still remember the first time I saw them. The memory has never faded.

      I'm sixteen, awkward in my own skin, standing at my locker. The hallway smells of floor cleaner and cheap body spray. I'm fumbling with my combination when the energy in the corridor shifts. Like someone's cut the oxygen. 

      They shouldn't have been here. None of the MC kids go here. After elementary school, my world had shrunk to the quiet streets around my house. Theirs had expanded into the orbit of the motorcycle club on the other side of town. Different schools, different lives. Until now.

      They walk in together. Always together. Two shadows cutting through the fluorescent haze of high school mediocrity.

      Trenton, over six feet of coiled tension and sharp edges. Dark eyes that miss nothing. Shoulders already broad enough to carry the weight of whatever demons chase him. A jawline that could cut glass.

      Matthew, leaner but no less lethal. Sandy hair falling over one eye. The hint of a smirk playing at the corner of his mouth like he knows something you don't. And he probably does.

      I drop my biology textbook. The sound echoes dramatically.

      They both look at me. The silence lands like a hand pressed flat against my chest.

      "You okay?" Matthew asks, and his voice is deeper than I expected. He bends down and picks up my book. Our fingers brush when he hands it back.

      "I'm fine," I manage, but I'm not. I'm anything but fine.

      Trenton doesn't say anything. Just watches. Studies. His gaze trails over me slowly, like he's memorizing every detail.

      "Morgan, right?" Matthew says. "You're in Brenner's English class."

      I nod, shocked he knows my name.

      "See you around," Trenton finally speaks, and it's a promise, not a pleasantry.

      They walk away, leaving me trembling against my locker. 

      The next day, they're waiting for me at my locker. I blink, certain I'm imagining things, but they're still there when I open my eyes.

      "Morning, Morgan," Matthew says, casual as anything.

      I mumble something that might be "Hi" while fumbling with my books. Trenton leans against the locker next to mine, silent but present, his dark eyes scanning the hallway like he's on patrol.

      "We're heading to the diner after school," Matthew continues. "You should come."

      It's not a question. Not really.

      "I— Okay," I stammer.

      Chelsea Miller spots us in the cafeteria that afternoon. She doesn't say anything at first. Her gaze flicks from me to Matthew and back again, like we're a math problem that isn't adding up. Then she turns to her friends and whispers behind her hand.

      I shrink into my seat, but Matthew's hand finds my knee under the table. Trenton's eyes narrow.

      "Problem?" Trenton asks, his voice carrying enough for Chelsea to hear. She pales, turns away.

      The whispers are a constant static. Then, one afternoon, Jason Cooper turns up the volume. He corners me by the gym, smelling like sour sweat and malice. "What's the secret, Morgan?" He braces a hand on the locker beside my head. "What do you do for them that's so special?"

      Before I can even think of a reply, a hand shoots past me, grabbing Jason's collar. Trenton doesn't just pull him back, he lifts him, sneakers scraping against the wall. The hallway noise dies.

      "Apologize," Trenton says. The words are quiet, but they cut through everything.

      "Jesus, man, I was just⁠—"

      Trenton tightens his grip. "Apologize."

      "Sorry," Jason chokes out, eyes wide.

      Trenton holds him a second longer before dropping him. Jason scrambles away. Matthew is suddenly beside me, his hand warm on my back. "You good?"

      I nod, the words stuck in my throat.

      That night, I text them: You don't have to protect me.

      Matthew replies instantly: We want to.

      A minute later, Trenton's message comes through: Always will.

      I learn that Trenton's silence is its own language. That Matthew's easy charm hides razor-sharp edges. That they move through the world like it owes them and somehow, it always pays up.

      I learn that I sleep better knowing they exist. That I breathe easier in their presence. That the cruel words hurt less when absorbed by their shield.

      "Why me?" I ask them one night, sprawled across Matthew's basement couch, homework forgotten.

      Matthew looks at Trenton. Some unspoken communication passes between them.

      "Because you're ours," Trenton says simply.

      I don't understand what he means. Not yet. But something deep inside me recognizes the truth of it, responds to it like a plant turning toward the sun.

      The bullies don't stop, but they get smarter, more careful. The whispers continue, but they matter less. I am becoming a different person in the shadow of these two boys.
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      A year passes like a dream. I'm seventeen now, less awkward, more sure of who I am between them.

      Tonight is senior prom. My dress is emerald green, Trenton's favorite color on me. I'm nervous, fingers trembling as I apply mascara.

      "Morgan! They're here!" Mom calls up the stairs, her voice tight with excitement.

      I take one last look in the mirror, smooth down the silky fabric, and descend the stairs.

      They stand in our living room looking like sin in suits. Matthew in charcoal gray, his tie matching my dress, hair styled enough to look effortlessly perfect. Trenton in black, severe and beautiful, green cuff links catching the light. Both holding corsages.

      But it's my father who commands the room. Dad sits in his armchair, cleaning his hunting knife.

      "Sir," Trenton says, voice steady where lesser men would falter.

      Dad looks up, expression granite. "You boys planning to take good care of my daughter tonight?"

      "Yes, sir," Matthew answers, charm dialed to maximum.

      Dad stands, knife still in hand. "Morgan's curfew is midnight. Not twelve oh one. Midnight."

      "Understood," Trenton says.

      "She doesn't drink. Neither do you while you're with her."

      "Wouldn't dream of it," Matthew assures him.

      Dad steps closer, knife glinting. "If anything happens to her, anything at all, they won't find enough of either of you to bury. Clear?"

      "Crystal," they answer in unison.

      Mom flutters in with her camera. "Isaac, stop terrorizing them. Pictures!"

      Dad reluctantly backs down but keeps his eyes locked on them as Matthew slips a corsage on my wrist, his fingers lingering on my pulse point.

      "You look beautiful," he whispers.

      Trenton doesn't speak as he places the second corsage on my other wrist, his jaw tight, his gaze steady on mine like he's daring me to look away. Two flowers, two boys, marking me as theirs.

      Outside, Trenton's sleek black car waits. Matthew opens my door, helping arrange my dress so it won't wrinkle. The care they take with me makes my heart stutter.

      At prom, heads turn when we enter. The whispers start immediately.

      "Did she seriously bring both of them?" 

      "How does plain little Morgan have the two hottest guys in school?"

      Chelsea Miller's face twists with jealousy. "Pathetic attention grab," she mutters as we pass.

      I falter, but Matthew's hand finds my back. Trenton shifts slightly in front of me, angling his shoulder between me and whatever comes next.

      "Ignore them," Matthew murmurs against my ear. "They don't matter."

      Trenton leads us to a table in the corner, his eyes scanning the room like he's identifying threats and exits. Always the protector.

      "Dance with me," Matthew says when a slow song plays, extending his hand. I take it, letting him guide me to the dance floor. His body is warm against mine, confident as he moves us in perfect rhythm.

      Over his shoulder, I see Trenton watching, an intensity in his gaze that makes my skin tingle. When the song ends, Matthew delivers me to him without a word.

      Trenton doesn't ask, he just pulls me close, one large hand splayed across my lower back. He dances differently, less fluid, more controlled power.

      "Everyone's staring," I whisper against his chest.

      "Let them," he says simply. "They're jealous."

      When we return to the table, Principal Warner approaches, frowning. "Ms. Scott, school policy is one date per student."

      Before I can respond, Matthew smiles disarmingly. "We're just friends, sir. Three friends attending together."

      The lie slides off his tongue smooth as silk. The principal hesitates, clearly not believing it but unwilling to make a scene.

      "Just keep it appropriate," he warns before walking away.

      A muscle tics in Trenton's jaw. Matthew's smile never falters, however.

      Later, we escape to the football field, my heels sinking into the grass. Matthew loosens his tie, sprawling on the bleachers. Trenton remains standing, always vigilant.

      "Next year," I say quietly, "you'll both be gone."

      The thought has been haunting me for months. Both enlisted, both leaving for basic training weeks after graduation.

      "Not gone," Matthew corrects. "Just away for a while."

      Trenton kneels before me, takes my hands in his. "We'll come back for you."

      "Promise?" My voice breaks.

      "Promise," they say together.

      Under the stadium lights, Matthew kisses me first. Gentle, teasing. Then Trenton. Consuming, possessive. Two entirely different hungers, and somehow I need both of them.

      I don't know what the future holds, but I know this: I am theirs, and they are mine, and distance won't change that.

      At eleven fifty-nine, they deliver me to my door, both perfectly respectful under my father's watchful gaze. But their eyes promise something else that makes me ache for tomorrow and all the tomorrows after.
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      Summer ends too quickly. Three months of stolen moments, breathless kisses, and whispered promises evaporate like morning mist. Now the dreaded day has arrived.

      I stand in the driveway watching Trenton and Matthew load their bags into Trenton's father Torch's truck. The August sun beats down mercilessly, but I'm cold on the inside. Numb. Like my body is preparing for the pain by shutting down early.

      "Got everything?" Dad asks them, his voice gruff but gentle. He's been different with them since prom night. Less suspicious, more respectful.

      "Yes, sir," Matthew answers, closing the tailgate with a decisive click that feels like a period at the end of a chapter.

      The rumble starts down the street, growing until a half dozen motorcycles pulls up to our curb. The Devil Souls MC. Their leather cuts gleam in the sunlight as they park, a silent show of force and family. Kyle, their president, dismounts, watching Trenton and Matthew with quiet authority. This is their other family, here to see them off.

      "Seventeen weeks," I whisper to myself. Basic training. Then more training after that. Months and months without them.

      Trenton's mother Kayla approaches me, pulling me into a fierce hug. "They'll be back before you know it, sweetheart," she says, but her eyes are wet too.

      "I know," I lie.

      Matthew's parents hover nearby. Jean clutches Jackson's arm like she might collapse without the support. Her son, her baby, off to war eventually. I see the fear etched in the lines around her eyes and recognize it as my own.

      "Morgan." Trenton's voice pulls me from my thoughts. He stands before me, already looking different in his traveling clothes. More serious, more soldier than boy. "Walk with me."

      We move a few steps away from the others when his hand finds mine, squeezing once.

      "Don't forget," he says simply.

      "I couldn't if I tried."

      His dark eyes search my face like he's memorizing it. 

      "Write to us. Every day."

      "I will."

      Matthew joins us, completing our triangle. "We've got this for you."

      From his pocket, he produces a small box. Inside, a delicate silver chain with two pendants, an M and a T.

      "So we're always with you," he explains as Trenton fastens it around my neck.

      The metal feels cool against my skin. I touch it, knowing I'll wear it until they return.

      "Time to go," Kyle calls, his deep voice carrying across the yard.

      This is it. The moment I've been dreading for months.

      I force my lips into a smile. "You'll be amazing," I tell them, proud of how steady my voice sounds. "Best they've ever seen."

      Matthew kisses me first, soft and sweet, his hand cradling my face. "Wait for us."

      "Always," I promise.

      Then Trenton. His kiss harder, more desperate. "You're ours," he whispers against my lips. "Remember that."

      They turn to my father, who stands rigid, trying to be strong for me.

      "Sir," Trenton says formally, extending his hand. "Take care of her."

      Dad's handshake is firm. "I will, son."

      Matthew steps forward next. "If she needs anything at all⁠—"

      "I've got her," Dad assures him. "You boys just focus on coming home safe."

      Final hugs. Final whispers. Final touches. Then they're climbing into the truck, Torch behind the wheel, and I'm waving as they pull away. My arm moves automatically while a hollow ache spreads through my chest.

      I maintain my composure until the truck disappears around the corner. Then my heart breaks inside me. A sound comes out that I don't recognize as mine. I turn into my father's chest and sob.

      "Shh," he soothes, his arms tight around me. "They'll be back, Morgan. Those boys love you too much to stay away."

      The MC members give us space, talking quietly among themselves. Kyle approaches after my tears slow, placing a heavy hand on my shoulder.

      "The club looks after its own," he says. "And you're family now. Anything you need, you call us."

      I nod, grateful but hollow.

      Later, alone in my room, I pull out the letters I've already written, one for each day they'll be gone. Seventeen weeks' worth. I seal the first two in envelopes, then address them carefully.

      On my desk sits a calendar. I pick up a red marker and cross off today. One day down. One hundred and eighteen to go.

      I touch the pendants at my throat, and whisper into the empty room, "Come back to me."
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      Months later I stand in the bustling auditorium, my heart thundering against my ribs. Basic training graduation. The day I've marked off on my calendar, dreamed about through lonely nights.

      I'm eighteen now. No longer the high school girl they left behind.

      "They'll be out any minute," Mom whispers, squeezing my hand.

      The crowd around us pulses with anticipation, hundreds of families waiting for their soldiers. Jean clutches a tissue, already dabbing at her eyes. Kayla stands tall beside her, pride radiating from her posture. Dad and Jackson talk quietly, comparing notes on the base from their earlier tour.

      I twist the pendants hanging from my neck, a habit formed over four months of separation. Each letter from them has been a lifeline; Matthew's filled with vivid details and humor, Trenton's shorter but intense, every word weighted with meaning.

      The ceremony begins. Flags wave. Speeches drone. I hear nothing, see nothing but the entrance from where they'll appear.

      And then…

      They march in with their unit, movements precise and synchronized. Different. Harder. Sharper. My breath catches in my throat.

      Trenton's face is more angular, the last traces of boyhood stripped away. Matthew's shoulders have broadened, his stance commanding. Both carry themselves with a confidence that wasn't there before the military has honed what was already lethal into something scary.

      My thumbnail finds the edge of my cuticle and tears.

      After the formal ceremony, after the commands and the applause, families flood the floor. I hang back, suddenly unsure. These two men in uniform, are they still mine?

      Then Matthew spots me. His face splits into that familiar grin, the one that's kept me warm through lonely nights. He nudges Trenton, whose dark eyes find mine instantly.

      They move through the crowd like water cutting through stone. Efficient, purposeful, unstoppable.

      And I'm running, dignity forgotten. Matthew catches me first, lifting me off my feet, spinning once before Trenton's arms encircle us both.

      "You're here," Matthew breathes against my hair.

      "You came," Trenton murmurs, his voice deeper than I remember.

      "Of course I did," I say, pulling back to see their faces properly. "Nothing could have stopped me."

      Our families converge around us. Hugs, tears, proud exclamations about how they've changed. I step back, letting them have this moment, drinking in the sight of them in their uniforms.

      Dad claps Trenton on the shoulder. "You've done good, son."

      "Thank you, sir."

      Jackson embraces Matthew tightly. "So damn proud of you."

      The families mingle, exchange pleasantries, and discuss dinner plans. I catch Trenton watching me intensely. Matthew's hand finds my hip, fingertips pressing just enough to send electricity up my spine.

      "We have a room," he whispers, for my ears only. "Just us. Tonight."

      Heat blooms across my skin. "How long?"

      "Two days," Trenton answers, close enough that his breath warms my neck. "Then we're off to be SEALs."

      Two days. Forty-eight hours before they leave again, this time for much longer.

      The afternoon crawls by. Formal photos. Tours of the base. A celebratory dinner where I sit between their mothers, answering polite questions while acutely aware of Matthew and Trenton across the table, their eyes saying things their mouths can't.

      Finally, as dessert plates are cleared, Jean yawns dramatically. "I think we should all turn in early. It's been such an emotional day."

      Kayla nods too quickly. "Yes, we have that tour scheduled for tomorrow morning."

      My mother gives me a look, one part warning, one part understanding. "Morgan, you'll be okay getting back to the hotel with the boys?"

      "Yes," I manage, my voice only slightly strangled.

      Dad clears his throat, uncomfortable but resigned. "Midnight curfew⁠—"

      Trenton meets his eyes directly. "No, sir. She's eighteen now."

      A muscle feathers in my father's jaw. He holds Trenton's gaze for a long, heavy moment before his shoulders drop almost imperceptibly. He nods once. "Take care of her."

      "Always," they answer in unison.

      The night air is cool as we walk to Trenton's car, borrowed from Kyle for the weekend. Matthew holds my hand, thumb tracing circles on my skin. Trenton walks slightly ahead, hyperaware of our surroundings even here.

      The hotel is fifteen minutes from the base. We don't speak during the drive, but Matthew's hand rests on my thigh, a warm weight of promise.

      Room 312. Trenton slides the key card, pushes the door open, and checks inside before letting us enter. Old habits.

      The door clicks shut. The air changes.

      "Morgan," Matthew says, and my name in his mouth sounds like a prayer.

      I turn to them, these beautiful, dangerous men who've held my heart for years. "I can't believe you're real. That you're both here."

      "Show us," Trenton challenges softly.

      My hands shake as I step forward, reaching for the buttons of Matthew's dress uniform. He goes very still when my fingers brush against his chest. Trenton moves behind me, brushing my hair aside to expose my neck. His lips find the sensitive spot below my ear.

      "We've thought about this," Matthew confesses, helping me with the complicated fastenings. "Every night."

      "So have I," I whisper.

      Trenton's hands span my waist, turning me to face him. His kiss is hungry, desperate. I respond in kind, pouring months of longing into it.

      "Are you sure?" he asks against my lips. Always the protector.

      "I've never been more sure of anything," I answer. "I want this. I want you both. Before you leave again."

      Matthew's hands slide under my dress, leaving fire in their wake. "We have all night."

      "And tomorrow," Trenton adds, already working on the zipper at my back.

      My dress pools at my feet, and their eyes darken as they take me in black lace chosen specifically for this moment.

      "Beautiful," Matthew breathes.

      Trenton says nothing, but his expression speaks volumes as he lifts me then carries me to the bed. Matthew follows, already shedding layers of his uniform.

      The mattress dips beneath our combined weight. I tremble, not from fear but the sheer, crushing reality of a moment I've only ever allowed myself to imagine.

      "You're shaking," Trenton murmurs, his calloused palm sliding along my bare shoulder.

      "I'm just…" Words fail me. How do I explain that this feels like standing at the edge of a cliff? Beautiful. Terrifying. Inevitable.

      Matthew kneels beside me, now stripped to his boxers. His body has transformed during their training. It's harder, more defined. "We can slow down."

      "No," I breathe. "I've waited long enough."

      Trenton's uniform joins Matthew's on the floor. They position themselves on either side of me, a cocoon of warmth and strength. Matthew's lips trace my collarbone while Trenton's hands explore the curve of my waist, my hips.

      "Tell us what you want," Matthew whispers against my skin.

      "Everything," I answer. "I want everything."

      Their touches are reverent at first, careful, as if I might shatter. But I don't want careful. Not tonight. I arch into their hands, silently begging for more.

      Trenton understands first. His fingers tangle in my hair, tugging gently to expose my throat to his mouth. The slight edge of pain mixed with pleasure makes me gasp.

      "Like that?" he asks, voice rough.

      "Yes," I manage.

      Matthew watches, eyes darkening before he claims my mouth. His kiss is different from Trenton's, playful where Trenton is intense, teasing where Trenton demands. Together, they're overwhelming.

      My bra disappears, then my underwear. Exposed between them, a current of heat, not shame, washes over me. Their gazes are reverent, their hands gentle, and I feel anchored, not adrift.

      "We need to be careful," Matthew says, reaching for protection in his bag. Always responsible.

      Trenton nods, but his eyes never leave my body. "Still sure?"

      "I've been sure since I was sixteen," I tell him. "I'm yours. Both of yours."

      What follows is tentative at first, a question asked and answered, then another. Their hands learn what makes me sigh, what makes me moan. I explore them in return. The hard planes of muscle, the scars both new and old.

      Matthew goes first, gentle despite his obvious need. The initial pain fades quickly into a fullness, a rightness that makes tears spring to my eyes.

      "Did I hurt you?" he asks, freezing.

      "No," I whisper. "It's perfect. You're perfect."

      He moves slowly at first, his forehead pressed against mine, breathing my air. Trenton watches, one hand trailing patterns across my skin, the other stroking himself.

      When Matthew finishes, trembling against me, he kisses my forehead before rolling to my side. His gaze meets Trenton's over me, a silent transfer of care. Then Trenton is there, taking his place. Where Matthew was gentle, Trenton is consuming, claiming me with a possessiveness that feels like coming home.

      "Mine," he growls against my ear. "Ours."

      "Yours," I agree, clinging to his shoulders as he moves.

      Matthew kisses away the tears that escape, whispering encouragement. Between them, I come apart completely, their names the only words I have left.

      Afterward, we lie tangled together, a mess of limbs and sweat-dampened skin. Matthew plays with my hair while Trenton's hand rests possessively on my hip.

      "Worth the wait?" Matthew asks, a hint of his old cockiness returning.

      I laugh softly. "What do you think?"

      Trenton kisses my shoulder. "That was just the beginning."

      "Promise?" I ask.

      "Promise," they say together.

      Sleep claims Matthew first. I watch his face relax, years younger in repose. Trenton stays awake, vigilant even now.

      "What are you thinking?" I whisper.

      His dark eyes meet mine. "That I'd kill anyone who tried to take you from us."

      The words should terrify me. Instead, they make me feel safe. Protected. Loved.

      "No one could," I assure him, touching his face. "I'm yours. Always have been."

      He catches my hand, kissing my palm. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow won't last long enough."

      He's right. Morning comes too quickly, sunlight streaming through cheap hotel curtains. I wake sandwiched between them, Matthew's arm thrown across my waist, Trenton's chest warm against my back.

      For a moment, I just breathe them in, the scent of hotel soap and their skin. I focus on the solid weight of them on either side of me, trying to burn the feeling into my memory for the lonely months ahead.

      Matthew stirs first, greeting me with a sleepy smile and wandering hands. Trenton wakes instantly, fully alert in seconds, a soldier's habit.

      "Morning," I murmur, stretching between them.

      "Sore?" Matthew asks, concern creasing his brow.

      "A little. Worth it."

      Trenton checks the time. "We have six hours before we need to meet everyone for dinner."

      Six hours. Then dinner. Then one more night. Then goodbye again.

      "Then we shouldn't waste a minute," I decide, pushing aside thoughts of our inevitable separation.

      Matthew grins, already reaching for me. "I like how you think."

      We spend the day learning each other's bodies. Talking about the future. Making promises we intend to keep. By the time we dress for dinner, my legs are shaky, my lips swollen, my body marked by their possession.

      In the elevator, Trenton adjusts the collar of my dress to hide a particularly vivid mark. "Your father will kill me."

      "Worth it," I say, echoing my words from this morning.

      Matthew laughs, squeezing my hand. "Definitely worth it."

      At dinner, our families pretend not to notice how we've changed. How the three of us lean into each other's space. How Trenton's hand rarely leaves my leg under the table. How Matthew's eyes linger on my mouth when I speak.

      Dad clears his throat during dessert. He glances at my mom, who gives him a small, almost imperceptible nod. "Morgan," he says, "your mother and I thought you might want to stay another day. We can drive back without you."

      My heart stops. "Really?"

      Mom reaches across and squeezes my hand, her eyes full of understanding. "The boys ship out Monday. You should have every minute."

      I hug her tightly, whispering "Thank you" against her hair.

      That night is slower, sweeter than the first. We take our time, memorizing each touch, each sound, each whispered promise. I try not to think about tomorrow. About goodbyes.

      In the dark, Matthew confesses against my skin, "I'm scared of what we're heading into."

      Trenton, usually so stoic, admits, "Me too."

      I hold them both. "Come back to me. That's all I ask."

      "Always," they vow.

      Morning brings reality crashing back. We pack without speaking, the weight of separation already pressing down on us. Their duffel bags by the door look like tombstones.

      At the base, I force myself to smile. To be strong for them. For their families who are watching us say goodbye.

      "I love you," I tell them both, no longer caring who hears. "Come home safe."

      Matthew kisses me like he's drowning and I'm air. "I love you too. Always have."

      Trenton's kiss is briefer but no less intense. "You're ours," he says simply. "We'll come back for what's ours."

      I watch them walk away, shoulders straight, heads high. Soldiers now, not just my boys.

      "They'll be okay," Trenton's dad, Torch, says beside me, his arm around my shoulders.

      I nod, touching the pendants at my throat. "They have to be."
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      Present Day

      Trenton

      

      "Let me check the address one more time," Matthew says, squinting at his phone as I pull the truck into the parking lot.

      "It's right," I assure him, already spotting the colorful playground equipment visible behind the low brick building. "Little Explorers Day care. This is where Morgan works."

      We've been planning this surprise for weeks, coordinating with our COs to ensure our leave paperwork went through without a hitch. The last six months of deployment felt like six years away from Morgan, our video calls and messages just enough to remind us of everything we were missing.

      "You think she'll be happy?" Matthew asks, uncharacteristic nervousness in his voice. Matt's usually the steady one of our trio, the one who talks me down when I spiral and never seems rattled himself, but Morgan has always had this effect on him.

      "Are you kidding? She's going to lose her mind," I say, checking my reflection in the rearview mirror. The haircut's still fresh, high and tight the way she likes it. "Question is, will she cry first or drag us both back to her apartment?"

      Matthew chuckles, but I can see the same tension in his shoulders that I feel. It's been too long, and we've missed too much. The last few months of Morgan's texts and calls have been filled with stories about the kids she teaches, her new apartment, the life she's built while waiting for us. A life we're finally home to share.

      "Ready?" I ask, reaching for the door handle.

      Matthew nods, grabbing the bouquet of sunflowers from the back seat. Morgan's favorite. "Let's go get our girl."

      The day care is bustling. We slip through the front door while the receptionist is on the phone, signing the visitor log with the quiet efficiency drilled into us over six years of service. It's second nature now, moving without being seen.

      "Room 4," I whisper to Matt after glancing at the staff assignment board on the wall. "Down the hall on the right."

      We move quietly past colorful artwork and tiny cubbies labeled with children's names. The sounds of childish laughter and singing grow louder as we approach room 4, and I feel my heart rate kick up a notch.

      Through the half-open door, I catch my first glimpse of Morgan in six months, not through a pixelated screen, but in the flesh. She's sitting cross-legged on a rainbow rug, surrounded by a semicircle of preschoolers, reading a picture book with animated expressions. Her dark hair is longer than I remember, falling in waves past her shoulders, and she's wearing a yellow dress that makes her skin appear warm and golden.

      I freeze, the sight of her knocking the air from my lungs. Beside me, Matthew inhales sharply, his fist tightening until the flower stems crack, overwhelmed by seeing the woman we'd been fighting our way back to for so long.

      "You go first," he murmurs, giving me a gentle push. "I'll be right behind you."

      I step into the doorway and lean against the frame in what I hope looks casual, though my pulse is loud enough in my ears that I half expect the kids to hear it. For a moment, Morgan continues reading, unaware of our presence. Then one of the kids points in our direction.

      "Teacher Morgan, there's mans!"

      Morgan's head snaps up, her eyes widening as they land on me. The book slips from her fingers, thumping softly on the carpet.

      "Trent?" she whispers, her voice breaking on my name. Her gaze shifts past me. "Matt?"

      She's on her feet in a rush, her knuckles pressed to her lips as if to hold in a sound, her eyes wide and shining. The children look between us, their faces puckered in confusion. Morgan just stands there, frozen, her professional smile completely gone.

      "Surprise, gorgeous," I say, grinning so hard my face hurts. "Miss us?"

      A strangled sound escapes her throat, half laugh, half sob, before she composes herself enough to address her class.

      "Children, these are my… my very special friends who've been away for a long time. Can we all say hello to Mr. Trenton and Mr. Matthew?"

      A chorus of "Hello!" rings out, some shy, some enthusiastic. One bold little girl with pigtails stands up and walks right up to Matthew, examining the flowers with open curiosity.

      "Are those for Teacher Morgan?" she asks, looking up at him with solemn eyes.

      Matthew kneels down to her level, handling the transition from combat operative to kid-friendly civilian with the same adaptability that made him such a good SEAL. "They sure are. Do you think she'll like them?"

      The girl nods emphatically. "Yellow's her favorite. She told us."

      Morgan makes a choked sound, her professional veneer cracking further. I can see her struggling, wanting to throw herself at us but mindful of the room full of preschoolers watching with rapt attention.

      Salvation arrives in the form of a middle-aged woman who appears in the doorway behind us, taking in the scene with knowing eyes.

      "Morgan," she says gently, "why don't you take your break now? I can cover your class for a bit."

      Morgan looks at her with naked gratitude. "Are you sure, Ms. Davis? I wasn't scheduled for another hour…"

      "I think this qualifies as a special circumstance," the woman says with a warm smile, already moving to take Morgan's place on the reading rug. "Take your time."

      Morgan doesn't need to be told twice. She crosses the room in quick steps, pausing only to accept the sunflowers from Matthew, before leading us out the door and down the hall to what appears to be a small staff lounge.

      The moment the door closes behind us, she drops the flowers on a nearby table and launches herself at both of us, one arm around each of our necks, pulling us down to her level. She smells like strawberry shampoo and finger paint and home.

      "You're here," she whispers, voice thick with tears. "You're really here. How? Why? You weren't supposed to be back for three more weeks!"

      I press my face into her hair, breathing her in, feeling the tension of six months' separation finally melt away. "Pulled some strings," I murmur, not ready to reveal the full surprise yet. "Couldn't wait any longer."

      Matthew's arm wraps around both of us, and for a moment none of us says anything, the three of us just breathing together in the small staff lounge like we used to when we were younger.

      "Let me look at you," Morgan demands, pulling back just enough to run her hands over our faces, our shoulders, as if confirming we're real and whole. Her eyes catalog every detail, lingering on the new scar along Matthew's jawline, the slight tan that darkens my skin. "Are you okay? Both of you?"

      "We're perfect now," Matthew assures her, his voice rough with emotion as he cups her face in his hands. "Absolutely perfect."

      I watch as he kisses her, gentle at first, then deepening as she responds with six months of pent-up longing. The sight doesn't inspire jealousy, never has. If anything, watching her finally get this feels like something I'd been quietly rooting for without admitting I was.

      When they part, Morgan turns to me, eyes dark with the same need. "Don't think you're getting away without a proper hello," she warns, fisting her hand in my shirt to pull me down.

      I go willingly, meeting her halfway, pouring everything I can't yet say into the kiss. She tastes like coffee and mint and Morgan, and I could drown in it happily.

      "God, I've missed you," she breathes against my lips. "Both of you." She pulls back slightly, looking between us with growing suspicion. "Not that I'm complaining, but what's really going on? You two have that look."

      "What look?" Matthew asks, failing miserably at innocence.

      "That look," she insists, pointing between us. "The one that means you're up to something. Spill it."

      I exchange a glance with Matthew, who nods slightly. This is it, the moment we've been planning for months.

      "We're home, Morgan," I say simply. "For good."

      She stares at us, uncomprehending. "What do you mean, for good? Your redeployment is in three weeks. You said⁠—"

      "We're out," Matthew interrupts gently. "Honorable discharges, paperwork finalized last week. We're civilians now."

      Morgan's legs seem to give out. She sinks onto a nearby chair, her gaze shifting from my face to his with stunned disbelief. "You're… you're done? Both of you? No more deployments? No more—" Her voice catches. "—no more wondering if you're coming home?"

      I kneel in front of her, taking her hands in mine. "No more wondering. We're home, and we're staying."

      "But why? How? You never said anything about leaving the service…"

      Matthew sits beside her, his shoulder pressed against hers. "Kandahar…" He doesn't need to say more. I can still taste the dust, hear the ringing in my ears. "We were lying there, after… and I just looked at Trent. We both knew. We were done. Six years and neither of us could name one thing we'd actually won. What we want is here. With you."

      "We've missed too much already," I add, squeezing her hands. "Birthdays, holidays, ordinary Tuesdays. We don't want to miss any more."

      "It's all I've ever wanted," she whispers fiercely. "All three of us, building a life together. No more goodbyes, no more counting days, no more being afraid to check the news."

      Matthew kisses her temple, his eyes meeting mine over her head. The relief and joy I see there mirror my own. "We're home, Morgan. For real this time."

      A knock at the door interrupts our moment. Ms. Davis pokes her head in, looking apologetic. "Sorry to intrude, but we've got a bit of a finger paint situation developing. Normally I'd handle it, but the parents are arriving soon for pickup, and I need to be at the front desk."

      Morgan straightens, wiping her eyes and attempting to compose herself. "Of course, I'll be right there." She turns to us with clear reluctance. "I'm off at four. Can you⁠—"

      "We'll be waiting," I promise, brushing a last kiss against her lips. "We've got nowhere else to be."

      "Nowhere but home," Matthew adds, kissing her forehead.
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      Morgan

      
      I get through the last hour on autopilot. I help zip a tiny jacket, my fingers clumsy. I admire a finger painting of a blue dog, my mind miles away. Each tick of the clock is a drumbeat counting down to my real life waiting just outside the door. "They're staying," I say to myself, tying Sophia's shoe. "They're really staying."

      By three forty-five, the parents begin arriving for pickup. I hand out daily reports, exchange pleasantries, and accept compliments about the children's artwork, all the while my heart beats triple time in my chest.

      "Ms. Morgan!" Mrs. Fran waves as she approaches with her husband. "Kiran hasn't stopped talking about your ocean lesson all week."

      I crouch down to Kiran's level. "Did you show your parents the sea creature you made?"

      He nods enthusiastically, pulling a somewhat abstract clay creation from his cubby. "It's an octopus with nine legs!"

      "Very creative," I tell him, ruffling his hair before standing to address his parents. "He's been very focused this week. Really enjoys the science activities."

      I chat with several more families, my professional smile firmly in place despite the growing anticipation building inside me. Just fifteen more minutes. Then I can⁠— 

      "Morgan."

      The voice makes my shoulders tense. I turn to find Evan Harris standing in the doorway, his four-year-old daughter Charlie clinging to his hand. Despite his welcoming smile, his eyes stay fixed on me a half second too long, the way someone watches a door they're not sure they locked.

      "Mr. Harris," I reply, keeping my tone pleasant. "Charlie had a great day today."

      "I'm sure she did," he says, his gaze lingering on me a moment too long before dropping to his daughter. "Tell me what you learned today."

      Charlie beams up at me then back to her dad. "We learned about sharing. I shared my blocks with Tommy."

      "That's wonderful," I tell her, handing over her backpack. "You're becoming quite the expert at sharing."

      Evan steps closer, lowering his voice. "I was thinking, since it's Friday, maybe we could grab dinner? I know this great Italian place that Charlie loves."

      The offer is innocent enough on the surface, a single dad reaching out to his daughter's teacher. But I've seen the way he looks at me when he thinks no one is watching. The too frequent "accidental" touches. The gifts that cross professional boundaries.

      "I appreciate the offer," I say, keeping my distance, "but I have plans tonight."

      His smile doesn't reach his eyes. "Hot date?"

      "Something like that," I reply, watching the muscle tic in his cheek.

      "Well, maybe next time," he says, placing a hand on my shoulder. The contact makes me flinch. "Charlie would love to spend more time with her favorite teacher."

      I step back, his hand falling away. "Have a good weekend, Evan. Bye, Charlie!"

      They leave, but not before Evan casts one more lingering look over his shoulder. I exhale slowly, wiping my hands on my dress as if I could wipe away the discomfort his presence leaves.

      "Everything okay?" Ms. Davis asks, appearing beside me.

      "Fine," I assure her, forcing a smile. "Just excited to start the weekend."

      She gives me a knowing look. "Those two handsome men who surprised you earlier still waiting?"

      I can't help the blush that heats my cheeks. "They are."

      "Well, you've been the most dedicated teacher I've ever had," she says, patting my arm.

      I make quick work of closing up the classroom, my mind already out the door and in the truck with Trenton and Matthew. My heart hammers against my ribs. After six years of waiting, of building a future from a distance, it feels impossible that it's all about to begin. That our house, the one I've never spent a single night in, is about to become a home. I couldn't bring myself to move in without them.

      The house was always meant for all three of us.

      At exactly four o'clock, I push through the day care doors and spot them immediately, leaning against Trenton's truck, deep in conversation. They look up simultaneously as I approach, twin smiles spreading across their faces.

      "There she is," Matthew says, straightening. "The woman who's been occupying my every thought for six months."

      "Ready to go home?" Trenton asks, his voice soft in a way that's reserved just for me.

      "More than ready," I reply, allowing myself to be pulled into their embrace. "I still can't believe you're here. For good."

      "We have a lot to catch up on," Matthew says, opening the passenger door for me.

      As Trenton drives us toward the outskirts of town, I watch the familiar landscape pass by, my mind whirling with questions. "I can't believe this is real. Was it a sudden decision, leaving the SEALs?"

      "After that last mission," Trenton admits, his eyes meeting mine briefly in the rearview mirror. "When we almost didn't make it back. We'd already put in our papers, but that was the moment we knew we'd made the right decision."
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      The house comes into view, a two-story modern farmhouse with a wide front porch. We spent countless video calls debating floor plans and paint colors. Every inch was chosen together.

      "It's beautiful," I whisper as Trenton parks in front.

      "We've been having the cleaning service maintain it," Matthew explains, "just like we discussed. But no one's been living here."

      I look at him in surprise. "I thought you had a property manager staying in the guesthouse?"

      Trenton shakes his head. "We couldn't do that to you. To us. This place was always meant for all three of us, together."

      My eyes fill with tears as I take in the home we built literally and figuratively. The realization that tonight will be our first night here, as a real family, finally sinks in.

      "I can't believe this is real," I say as we climb the steps to the front porch. "After all these years of waiting…"

      Matthew unlocks the door, pushing it open with a flourish. "Welcome home, Morgan."

      The entryway smells like lemon polish and new beginnings. I run my hand over the mantel in the living room, remembering the pixelated video call where we'd argued for an hour before choosing it. The furniture sits perfectly arranged, like a showroom, waiting for us to mess it up with our lives.

      "The kitchen," I breathe, stepping onto the cool tile. The farmhouse sink we both wanted is even bigger in person. It's all real.

      Matthew opens the refrigerator. "We stocked up. Figured you might be hungry after work."

      Tears stream down my face as I take it all in. Six years of building this life together, despite the distance. Six years of video calls and text messages and the constant ache of separation. And now they're here. We're here.

      "I kept thinking," I admit, "that I was foolish for waiting. Everyone told me I should just move in, that you wouldn't mind. But I couldn't. This was always meant to be our home."

      Trenton pulls me into his arms, his voice gruff with emotion. "No one else could have built this with us, Morgan. No one else could have waited."

      "Let me show you the rest," Matthew says, taking my hand.

      We explore the house room by room: the office we designed for my lesson planning, the guest bathroom with its rainfall showerhead, the master bedroom with its king-sized bed and adjoining bath. Every detail exactly as we'd planned during those
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