
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“I shouldn’t be here,” she whispered against my chest.

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. Because if I opened my mouth, I’d say the things I’d locked away a long time ago. Things I had no right to feel anymore.

Then she looked up at me.

Damn.

Those eyes. Stormy. Raw. Pleading for something she couldn’t ask and I couldn’t give.

I should have walked away.

But I didn’t.

I kissed her instead.

God help me, I kissed her like the years hadn’t passed. Like Claire didn’t exist. Like we weren’t standing in the shadows of a bar filled with my family, my fiancée, my future.

Her mouth met mine with equal desperation — hot, unrestrained, full of all the things we’d never said.

Her hands gripped my arms, nails biting into my skin. I felt her pull me closer and closer until we weren’t two people anymore, just heat and ache and memory and everything we shouldn’t want.

And then — her lips stilled.

She pulled back slowly, her breath mingling with mine in the cold night air.

“Rick,” she whispered, eyes wide and pleading, “take me home.”
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Writing Soulmate has been a quiet journey, one nurtured in the tender dreams of my teenage years, finally unfolding into the story you hold now.

First loves hold a certain magic—they feel eternal, destined to last forever. But life weaves its own patterns, and we each walk our own winding paths. Some first loves stay close, woven into the fabric of our days, while others live on only in the quiet corners of memory.

This book is dedicated to those who carry the hope of a love unbound—not because of deeds or words, but simply because the heart loves without reason. A love that lingers, pure and true, beyond time and circumstance.
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CHAPTER 1
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RICK

“Nervous?” Claire asked, tilting her head in that way that meant she already knew the answer.

I scowled — which only made her giggle like she’d scored some private victory. That sound. God, I loved it. Light and carefree, like she knew I’d bend before I’d ever break in front of her.

“Why would I be nervous?”

She leaned into the question, teasing. “Well, Jean’s hard to get along with. She’s overprotective when it comes to me. What if she trusses you up and scrutinizes your character until you run away?”

I grinned and gave her a slow wink. “Never. I’ll scrutinize her right back.”

Claire lit up like I’d handed her flowers and champagne in one breath.

“Darling,” I added, lowering my voice, “it’s her who’ll run for cover, not me.”

She gave me this look — like I’d just cast a spell. Her gaze lingered a little longer, full of wonder and warmth. Then she glanced back toward the door. Again.

Jean was late. Or stalling. Maybe ten years abroad had given her jet lag. 

Or cold feet.

Claire smoothed her apron with both palms, sighed, and turned toward the kitchen. “I’ll be in my office when she eventually decides to arrive.” She tapped her watch, half-joking.

I raised an eyebrow, smirk tugging at my mouth. “Pretty sure she’s not intimidating enough to make you tremble like that.”

She huffed and ducked into the kitchen before I could say more. Smart woman.

I watched her go, my grin fading.

So. The Ice Queen cometh.

Claire’s long-lost best friend was finally back. The one who’d planted all that doubt. Who convinced Claire that whirlwind romances never lasted — and nearly made her walk away from me.

But I wasn’t going anywhere. I’d told her we’d wait. Told her I’d win Jean over. Told myself a hundred times I’d make her see that I was serious — that I wasn’t the kind of guy who left when it got hard.

Still, I had my doubts. About Jean.

Friends like that? They didn’t feel like friends.

I flipped the page of the newspaper, tried to focus on the grainy headlines, but the air around me had shifted. Something sharp slid under my skin — not a thought, not a sound, just... sensation.

The hairs on my arms rose. Then the back of my neck. Like I was being watched. Hunted.

I froze.

Heart hammering, I looked up.

And time just—stopped.

There she was.

She stepped into the restaurant like a whisper wrapped in thunder. Black dress clinging like it had been tailored for seduction. Long, toned legs flashing with every effortless stride. Her brown hair was shorter now — brushing her shoulders like silk. And those lips — the soft bow I used to kiss half in worship, half in punishment.

Even behind dark sunglasses, I felt her eyes hit me. Heavy. Direct. Cutting through years like they meant nothing.

My breath caught.

No. No, no, no. It couldn’t be.

But my body knew before my mind did.

Claire’s Jean... was my Jean.

The room tilted. My grip tightened on the coffee mug. My heart was racing, roaring, trying to claw its way up my throat.

She looked like a storm bottled in human form. Still walked like she knew the floor bent for her. That cool composure. That same quiet command.

What the hell were the odds?

I shot to my feet before I knew what I was doing. The chair scraped loudly behind me, but I barely heard it over the rush of blood in my ears.

“Damn,” I breathed. It slipped out on instinct — not anger. Shock. Awe. That punch of recognition that left you stupid and shaking.

Claire, oblivious, barreled past me and threw her arms around the newcomer. “Is it really you?” she squealed.

I couldn’t move.

Couldn’t breathe.

I chuckled weakly, watching Claire’s excitement — but I wasn’t seeing her. Not really.

My gaze locked on Jean like I was anchored to her.

Ten years. And still, she had that effect on me.

“Rick, this is Jean — my best friend,” Claire said brightly. “Jean, Rick — my fiancé.”

Jean extended her hand like nothing had happened. Like we’d never shared... a bed.

“Nice to meet you, Rick,” she said, voice smooth as ever — just a hint of mockery beneath the surface.

I stared at her.

God, she hadn’t changed. If anything, she’d sharpened. Her body was still small, but the aura she gave off? Larger than life. Still dangerous.

My hand swallowed hers when I finally took it.

“Same here, Jean,” I said gruffly. “Same here.”

Our eyes locked. And just for a moment, the rest of the room blurred.

Claire fidgeted beside us, the silence stretching too long. Too personal. She reached in and broke the handshake like it was a spell. “Right, that’s done! You must be starving. I’ll get lunch.”

She smiled too brightly, then disappeared into the kitchen, like she was running from something. Or someone.

And I knew exactly what.

Jean.

My past.

Sitting across from me like the world hadn’t flipped inside out.

Jean took off her sunglasses slowly and set them down. Her hazel eyes were guarded, but I saw it. That flicker. That heat buried under the frost.

She looked straight at me, and I swear the years burned away.

“Jean,” I said quietly, my voice lower than I meant. I raised a brow, keeping it level even though my heart hadn’t stopped pounding. “When did you come back? And couldn’t you have at least informed your husband?”

***
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JEAN

“Husband?” I repeated the word slowly, folding my arms beneath my chest like armor. “If I had a husband, he wouldn’t be getting married to my best friend.”

Rick flinched — only slightly — but I caught it. Ten years later and I still read him like a language only I ever bothered to learn.

“I didn’t know she was your best friend,” he said, voice cool, composed. Too composed. I could see the storm behind his eyes, feel the same shock rippling through him that had gutted me the moment I saw him.

“Would it have made a difference if you did?” I asked instead, raising one brow in that way that always used to drive him mad.

He didn’t blink. “Well, for starters, I would’ve welcomed you with much more enthusiasm.”

The dryness of his voice sent something sharp through me — like a paper cut to the pride. I laughed anyway. Sharp, sudden, and far too loud for the quiet hum of the restaurant.

Claire walked up just in time to catch it.

“Please, do share the joke,” she said cheerfully, though I could see the strain pulling at her lips. Her smile was all polish and effort, the kind that left teeth clenched behind it.

She set the food down on the table like it was the last offering before a duel, then stepped back, trying to pretend she didn’t feel like the odd one out. But she did. I could tell.

Her perfume — just a faint trace of vanilla — slipped through the air, catching against the smell of grilled lemon chicken from the plate she’d fussed over. My stomach turned.

She looked at us. Then really looked.

I saw it hit her — the way her eyes narrowed, flicked between me and Rick like puzzle pieces were starting to click into place. We probably looked too at ease for strangers. Too familiar. Too... something.

Jealousy flared behind her smile.

Claire had always tried harder. Worked for the spotlight. I, on the other hand, barely had to raise a finger. It wasn’t fair, and I knew it. But it was true.

Winning Rick hadn’t been easy for her. She once told me — back in boarding school — that she believed the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Something her mother said. And she believed it, fiercely. She’d cooked for him. Doted on him. She’ d chased what I threw away.

Except, at that time, I wasn’t aware that the Rick she was after. Was mine.

“It’s nothing, love,” I said smoothly, flashing her a smirk. “Just your charming fiancé welcoming me.”

“Really?” she said, narrowing her eyes, her voice just a bit too sweet.

Charming wasn’t a word I used often. Certainly not for men. Especially not for men like Rick — the ones who made you forget who you were.

She glanced at him, and I could almost hear her thoughts churning. Rick was clean-cut. Reliable. Stoic. Nothing like the reckless, tattooed boys we used to chase back when heartbreak was a rite of passage.

But Rick hadn’t always been that way. Not with me.

“Don’t mind her, honey,” Rick said, grinning like this was all some lighthearted reunion. “She’s just the cold woman you always said she was.”

I didn’t even blink. I just kicked him under the table. Hard. He yelped softly, jerking his legs back, and I allowed myself a small victory.

“Ooh, you two!” Claire laughed, throwing her arms around both of us in that awkward, desperate way people do when they’re trying to force closeness.

She was trying. So hard. To believe this was fine. That we were fine.

“I’m just so happy to see the two people I love getting along. Utter bliss. This is heaven,” she said brightly. Too brightly. Then she slipped away, back to the kitchen, the scent of rosemary and garlic trailing after her like a ghost.

The moment she was gone, I leaned in, voice cool and quiet. “I take it you didn’t tell her about your very colorful history with a certain Jean?”

Rick’s face darkened. “I take it neither did you.”

His voice — low, clipped — made something inside me twist.

“What do you suggest?” I asked, my eyes flashing, daring him to lie to me.

“Nothing,” he muttered, gaze fixed on the table. “Our marriage was a mistake. It should stay buried. You’ve moved on, haven’t you?”

I tilted my head slowly, studying him like I was dissecting something I’d once loved but couldn’t quite name anymore.

“Yes, I definitely have,” I drawled. “What about you.” I had to ask the question, despite the fact that he was getting married to my friend. Men did say one thing, when they meant another.

Rick waved me off like a bad thought. “I have, Jean.”

The words hung there — brittle, heavy, half a lie.

Silence settled between us, not the comfortable kind. This one crackled. We both stared at our plates, pretending the food was more interesting than the history steaming off the table.
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