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CHAPTER ONE

DR. SOPHIE AGUILLARD glanced down at the glossy magazine cover staring up at her from the Provence Heart Institute break room table. She silently read the headline, Following His Heart, then twisted her mouth distastefully as she scanned the subhead below it: Why Lucas Vachon chose cardiac medicine over a lavender-strewn path to family riches.

She picked up the magazine to flip the cover over, but not before pausing to begrudgingly stare at the enticing image. A dark-haired man with golden-brown eyes and olive-toned skin peered off into the distance, a glass of red wine in one hand, his other hand oh-so-casually braced against the marble column of a veranda that overlooked cascading purple fields. A stethoscope was draped around his neck, and his white linen shirt was unbuttoned just enough to show the hint of a smoothly muscled chest.

Cue the overly orchestrated photo op, Sophie surmised with a touch—or more like a bucketload—of cynicism. And yet she couldn’t quite look away, her eyes having a mind of their own as they remained fixated on the current cover boy for France Monthly magazine.

Dr. Lucas Vachon. Eldest son and heir of Henri Vachon, whose million-dollar family estates, prized vineyards, jumbo yacht collection and ownership of several high-tech start-ups blended old-school, generational wealth with nouveau riche flashiness.

At least this photo, contrived though it may be, gave the surface appearance of someone who was capable of deep, inquisitive thought. Not like the last image of him that had popped up on her social media feed several weeks ago, thanks to a #heartsurgeonhunk hashtag, in which some high-cheekboned, food-deprived model had captured a selfie of the two of them cruising somewhere on the Mediterranean Sea.

And now, this attention-courting, selfie-posing, model-squiring, silver-spoon-lodged-in-his-mouth smooth operator…and I’m not talking about his surgical skills…was about to become her colleague. Her female coworkers had been in a tizzy over the news, but Sophie had been far from thrilled.

“The institute doesn’t need that kind of publicity,” she’d lamented to Dr. Gerard LaRue, the institute’s director, upon learning that Lucas would soon be coming on board.

“Actually, that’s exactly what it needs,” he’d replied. “We do groundbreaking work here, but it’s easy to overlook, given that we’re not in a bigger metropolitan area like Paris. What better way to expand our reputation beyond the borders of Marseille and Provence than to have free publicity from the closest thing France has to a royal family?”

Sophie had huffed out a breath of perturbed disbelief. “So that’s why you hired him? Because he might name-drop the institute while posing for the paparazzi?”

Gerard’s eyes had narrowed in equal measure to his growing impatience. “I hired him because he’s one of the best cardiac surgeons in the country. The possible spotlight he might cast on the institute is a bonus—nothing more.”

Pulling herself back to the present, Sophie sighed as she tossed the magazine back down on the table. She glanced up at the wall clock. It was closing in on 10:00 a.m., which meant that at any moment now, she’d be meeting her new colleague.

Give him a chance, she nudged herself. Wealthy scion or not, Lucas had graduated from Sorbonne University Medical School in Paris, with a residency at Hôpital Européen Georges-Pompidou and a post-residency fellowship at Herzzentrum Leipzig in Germany, one of Europe’s most prestigious cardiac centers.

The guy clearly knew his stuff…and she wanted to take him seriously. But the whole playboy persona and über-rich pedigree were the antithesis of how she preferred to live her life as a dedicated medical professional. Which could best be described as under the radar and nose to the grindstone. Because being a pediatric cardiac surgeon wasn’t just a job—it was a calling. And for Sophie, that calling was personal beyond words.

Twenty-two years ago, she had witnessed the death of her four-year-old sister, Ella, from a congenital heart defect. There was no treatment at the time for tetralogy of Fallot, a complex condition that was characterized by four separate abnormalities of the heart. The diagnosis shortly before Ella’s first birthday had been devastating, but knowing there was nothing that could be done…

Sophie squeezed her eyes shut as memories of her beloved little sister came flooding back. Holding a newborn Ella in her arms as an eight-year-old sibling on her mother’s first day back from the hospital. Playing and giggling together as her sister grew into a toddler. But even then, the rapid progression of Ella’s condition was painfully clear to see. Her bluish-gray skin, the bouts of exhaustion that followed even the mildest physical exertion.

When Ella died, Sophie knew she would one day become a heart doctor. She may have only been twelve at the time, but it was an acknowledgment that arose from the depths of her soul. If she could spare even one parent or sibling from the life-altering grief of losing a young loved one far too soon, then that alone would be worth all the hard work and sacrifice that went into becoming a pediatric heart surgeon. And nothing could ever derail her unwavering commitment. Not missed family holidays. Not vacations that were always “next year.” And not a fiancé—make that an ex-fiancé—who’d complained one time too many that he felt her career was more important to her than their relationship. He’d been right. But in part because he had forced her to choose.

Sophie jerked her head up as the break room door flew open.

“There you are!” said her friend and colleague, Elise, an anesthesiologist. “Gerard was looking for you. Lucas Vachon is here, and he’s showing him around.”

Sophie creased her forehead. “So why does he need me?”

Elise twisted her mouth to the side. “You’re really determined not to like this guy, aren’t you? You should give him a chance. I just met him myself, and he’s actually quite nice.”

Sophie’s lips managed to form a grin. “To look at, you mean?”

Elise flashed an impish smile. “Well, that, too.” She nodded toward the door. “Come on. They’re heading to the pediatric unit, and Gerard wants you to give Lucas the rundown.”

“Fair enough,” Sophie said as she rose from the chair.

Elise eyed the magazine on the table. “Umm…does the new doctor have a secret admirer?”

“Oh, please!” Sophie groaned. “Someone left that here. I was just using it as a coaster for my cup of espresso.”

“Sure you were,” Elise replied with an unconvinced chuckle.

Moments later, Sophie took a deep breath as she approached Gerard and Lucas as they lingered just outside Gerard’s office.

As Lucas turned to her, his magnetic eyes locking onto her own, she felt as if she was being pulled in by a tractor beam. Thrown off by her own unexpected reaction, Sophie blinked hard to reset the dynamics between them.

I’m a doctor. You’re a doctor. We’re both professionals. Nothing to see here.

Except…there was quite a bit to see. Chiseled jaw, left cheek dimple, dark wavy hair, lean muscled physique…

Sophie swallowed hard to push down her distracting thoughts.

“This is Sophie, our lead pediatric cardiac surgeon,” Gerard said.

“Pleasure to meet you, Sophie,” Lucas said, offering a firm but not too aggressive handshake. It was the surgeon in him, she thought. He’d probably been caught in a vise-grip power greeting himself in the past, and knew the difficulties of trying to maneuver a scalpel with a bruised hand. “I look forward to working together.”

As his smile grew, Sophie nodded and smiled back. He gave off an air of smooth confidence, just as she’d expected. After all, a charmed life and a charming demeanor went hand in hand, right?

Checking a text message that had just buzzed on his phone, Gerard sighed before looking back up. “I was going to join you both for a tour of pediatrics, but my ten thirty meeting has been pushed up to ten.” He zeroed in on Lucas. “But you’ll be in good hands with Sophie.”

Lucas turned to her, a one-sided smile slowly emerging on his handsome face. “I’m sure I will.”

Sophie narrowed her eyes. Is he flirting with me? And in front of our boss?

She glanced at an oblivious Gerard, then back to Lucas, who was now viewing her with slightly raised eyebrows, as if to say, Well, I’m ready for that tour.

With a quick flick of her head, she tossed her suspicions aside. Besides, even if he was flirting with her, there was no point being insulted, flattered or anything in between. Being smooth and suave with the ladies—young or old, beautiful or not—was probably just his MO.

“This way,” Sophie said with all-business terseness as she started down the brightly lit corridor toward the pediatric wing. She made a point to stare straight ahead, but even so, she could feel Lucas’s imposing presence all around her as he kept pace by her side.

“I think I saw your name in The Journal of Pediatric Cardiology recently,” he said once they were halfway down the corridor, piercing the silence in the most unexpected of ways. “Something about Harmony valve outcomes in tetralogy of Fallot patients?”

Sophie cast a glance in his direction while mid-stride, her mouth slightly agape as she scrambled to form a response. Her stunned reaction did not go unnoticed.

“You seem surprised that I read medical journals. I am a real doctor, you know.”

Sophie felt her cheeks flush. “Of course.” The two-word reply was followed by a more detailed explanation that went no further than her thoughts.

Forgive me for thinking otherwise. I’m used to seeing pictures of you with the arms of a jet-set party girl or social media influencer wrapped around your neck, rather than a stethoscope.

Still, the fact that he had read the article and was mentioning her part in it… At the very least, he deserved a more engaging reply.

“I was part of the post-op monitoring team,” she explained. “We were tracking valve performance in native RV outflow tracts. It’s promising—we’re finally getting valves that work with a child’s anatomy, not against it.”

“That’s amazing,” Lucas replied. “And to think that twenty years ago, TOF was a virtual death sentence for children. Now it’s considered a routine surgery. That’s what never grows old for me in the work that we do. The constant push to get better, the breakthroughs that save lives.”

Normally Sophie would readily jump on the chance to second such a life-affirming observation. Instead, she pressed her lips together as a twinge caught her in the side. If only tetralogy of Fallot had been treatable when Ella was alive. If it had, would she even be here at the institute today? Quite possibly not. Or perhaps she’d still be in medicine, given how she naturally gravitated toward its complex challenges and inspiring feats, but in an entirely different area of specialization.

As they neared the double-door entrance to pediatrics, Sophie slowed her pace and turned to Lucas. She was surprised to see that he’d been studying her intently, as if waiting for her to second his observation on the wonders of cardiac medicine. As their eyes met, he furrowed his brow. Had he picked up on her inner turmoil?

“I know what you mean,” she finally offered. “I certainly never get tired of witnessing miracles.”

His face visibly relaxed at her remark, but the shift was short-lived as a steady yet urgent voice sounded over the intercom:

Code blue, room 109.

Sophie’s breath seized in her throat. Room 109—that was where her five-year-old patient, Gabriel, was recovering from the Fontan procedure, the last of three surgeries to correct a congenital heart defect that had left him with one working heart ventricle.

Surging forward, Sophie punched the double-door release button and ran down the hall toward the room. She could hear that Lucas was immediately behind her, but the sound of his racing footsteps was soon drowned out by the pulsating blood in her temples.

Bursting into the room, Sophie assessed the scene within seconds. A pale Gabriel lay motionless in the bed, save for a shallow, erratic rising of his chest. Sophie swung her head around to view the monitor, which confirmed unstable ventricular tachycardia.

“Pads on,” she called out decisively. “Charge to twenty.”

A nurse handed her the defibrillator paddles, and she pressed them to Gabriel’s tiny chest. “Clear!”

Gabriel’s body jumped with the jolt, but the heart rhythm on the monitor remained fast and wide.

“Still V-tach,” the nurse said, her voice tight.

“Charge again, this time forty.”

“What procedure did he have?” Lucas asked.

“Fontan,” Sophie replied evenly, slightly annoyed by the interruption as she prepped for another shock.

“He’s hypotensive,” he said, his eyes scanning Gabriel’s visual presentation and then the monitor.

“I’m aware of that,” Sophie quickly shot back, turning to face him just long enough to say let me do my job with her eyes.

Apparently, he didn’t get the message, pointedly asking, “Is he on amiodarone?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Amiodarone can worsen Fontan hemodynamics—especially in patients with chronotropic incompetence. He needs isoproterenol. It’ll support his rate and improve flow.”

Sophie stood motionless as myriad objections raced through her mind. She was the pediatric cardiac specialist, not Lucas. She was the one who knew the ins and outs of Gabriel’s condition, not him. And she was the one who lived and breathed her job, not dabbled in it between photo ops for one media platform or another. Like him. So how could he possibly know more than her on this matter?

As if reading her hesitancy—not difficult considering she could feel heated daggers pounce forth from her eyes—Lucas added, “I was part of a Fontan management research team at Herzzentrum Leipzig. The research isn’t even published yet, so you weren’t wrong to opt for amiodarone.”

Sophie held Lucas’s stare for several seconds as she processed his explanation. Or perhaps it was just a fraction of a second, since she was all too aware that any further delay could be deadly for Gabriel. She needed to trust him… No, make that she would choose to trust him, at least in this moment.

Pushing her ego aside, she turned to the nurse. “Start an isoproterenol infusion, low dose, titrate to rhythm.”

As the nurse sprang into action, Lucas leaned over Gabriel and adjusted the oxygen. “Let’s keep his preload up. Elevate the legs slightly.”

Lucas’s words floated in the air past Sophie as she fixated on the monitor. The line flickered, then narrowed as a slow but steady sinus rhythm emerged.

“He’s back,” she said under her breath, turning to Lucas and thanking him with her eyes. He gave the briefest of nods, but his lips, though tight, revealed the hint of a smile.

As Sophie squeezed Gabriel’s hand, she felt relief flood through her as he gently squeezed back. She turned to Lucas, studying him closely as if trying to see through the thick layer of preconceived judgments that had tainted her initial view of him. Rich playboy or not…he’d just helped save her young patient’s life with critical knowledge that she hadn’t possessed herself. How could this possibly be? Yes, it was unpublished research. But still…he was part of the actual research team. Which meant that somewhere along the way, his professional peers had deemed him smart enough and skilled enough to participate in vitally important medical discoveries.

“Were you going to ask me something?” Lucas said, his head slightly tilted to the side.

Only then did Sophie realize she’d been staring at him for who knows how long during her silent assessment. “Oh…um, no.” She checked once more to make sure that Gabriel was fully stable while offering words of reassurance to her young patient, then turned back to Lucas. “Ready to see more of pediatrics?”

He nodded. “Lead the way.”

Twenty minutes later, the tour concluded. “I know you’re general surgery, not pediatrics,” Sophie said as they reached the end of the pediatrics wing and stood next to the main corridor. “But we comanage cases here, and chances are you’ll be asked to weigh in on some of the more difficult cases that my team and I work on.”

Lucas smiled. “I look forward to it.”

Sophie bristled. Maybe he was staring so attentively at her right now because she’d done the same to him earlier, even though it hadn’t been intentional on her part. Or maybe he was one of those people who felt direct, sustained eye contact was a way to bring someone onto their side. Which would mean the deep-hooded, dreamy look in his eyes was nothing more than a calculated move on his part.

Fine. Two can play the same game.

She continued to stare back, pretending to herself that his mesmerizing stare wasn’t so, well…mesmerizing.



Lucas knew it was going to take some time to win over his new colleagues at the Provence Heart Institute. It didn’t matter that he’d come on board fully equipped with more than enough credentials, professional experience and life-saving success stories to be taken seriously as one of the top cardiac surgeons in the country. But despite the accolades, to some fellow doctors—and one in particular who was staring unblinkingly at him now—he was little more than a rich playboy engaging in some white-coat cosplay just for kicks.

He wanted to shake his head at the absurdity that anyone would actually think this way about him, but he didn’t for two reasons. One, shaking his head would mean breaking his mutual, stand-his-ground stare with one of those very doctors who’d clearly had him in her crosshairs since their introductions. And two, he was enjoying the view of this very same doctor more than he cared to admit.

Since he knew that Sophie had already summed up what he was about before truly getting to know him, he figured there was no harm in returning the favor.

So let’s get started. You’re a brilliant, no-nonsense, haven’t-smiled-in-ten-years pediatric cardiac surgeon who carries the seriousness of your work into every aspect of your life. Your best friend is a cat. Your favorite hobby is reading medical journals.

He paused in mid-thought to amend the smile observation. She probably smiled quite a bit with her young patients. But with adults? Nope. Not in a decade—at least.

As if reading his mind, Sophie’s beautiful light amber eyes narrowed slightly as they remained latched onto his own. He’d never seen this eye color before, other than in photoshopped pictures, probably because it was such a rare hue. Her buttery blond hair was pulled back in a chunky half bun, with several stray tendrils cradling her flawless face. And those lips…naturally pink and plump and devoid of any garish-toned lipstick.

As those same lovely lips suddenly began to move, he was jolted out of his partial stupor.

“Oh—by the way,” she said, breaking the silent impasse between them. “I’d really like to see that Fontan research.”

“Yes, of course. It won’t be published for another couple of months, but I have a copy of it on my personal hard drive that I can dig up for you.”

“I appreciate that.”

Well, I’ll be damned. She smiled. It was faint and fleeting, but Lucas would take it. Perhaps he’d been wrong in thinking that Sophie had formed a negative opinion of him before he had even stepped foot in the building. In fact…he wouldn’t be surprised if she’d never laid eyes on an incriminating picture or headline, given that she seemed like the last person to spend hours scrolling through social media feeds.

He inwardly breathed a sigh of relief, cut short by the sound of wheels rolling down the corridor. A nurse’s aide smiled as she approached them while pushing a cart piled high with reading materials. Lucas nodded and smiled back. What a great idea, he thought. Providing books and magazines to help some of the longer-term patients pass the time while in recovery.

As the cart passed by them, his smile was cut short as an image of himself glared up at them from the cover of Hot Takes magazine. The picture was grainy, no surprise given that it had undoubtedly been snapped from a distance by some enterprising photographer looking for a quick payout. But there he was, standing on one of the family yachts dressed in a pair of light blue swim trunks, a bikini-­clad platinum blonde rubbing sunscreen on his tanned back.

No…please, no.

The groan in his head was so loud that he was certain Sophie must have heard it echoing inside his skull. He could explain to her that the woman was one of his younger brother Pierre’s many girlfriends. A wider camera lens would have shown Pierre standing off to the side, one of his other girlfriends—this one a brunette…or was it a redhead?—rubbing sunscreen on his too-tight-Speedos-clad body.

But something told him he’d only be digging a deeper hole for himself with any attempt at an explanation.

He glanced up at Sophie just as she delivered her verdict on the picture: “You must be quite the multitasker.”

“Excuse me?”

She shrugged, but the look on her face was anything but nonchalant. “Cardiac surgeon…international playboy…”

Did she just say that?

Granted, he’d probably had colleagues in the past who bought into this less-than-flattering portrayal before truly getting to know him and witnessing his unwavering commitment to medicine and his patients. But they’d never come out and said as much. He wasn’t sure whether to be impressed by her forthrightness or forewarned.

Still…maybe the best tactic was to fight fire with fire. And from a bigger flamethrower.

“Well, in addition to a specialized degree in thoracic and cardiovascular surgery, I
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