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Dear Reader,

Welcome back to the Olympic Range for book two of High Altitude Docs! I’m excited to explore more of the backcountry with you—and the true adventure of falling in love!

Dr. Ian Matthews thrives on conquering the riskiest medical cases, ski slopes and rugged peaks. Originally from Chicago, he tackled genetic abnormality issues no one would touch. After a major loss on a case, he’s happy to trade that world of medicine for the Hector Ruiz Medical Center in the mountains.

When a local boy is brought in by his mom with a case similar to what killed Ian’s sister and a patient in Chicago, he’s terrified. It’s why he left genetic medicine, and why he won’t let anyone get close to him. Close equals loss.

Too bad the boy’s risk-averse mom, Casey, is the clinic’s new nurse. As she works alongside Ian, she weakens his resolve to keep love at arm’s length and pursue the medicine he was so good at in this forced-proximity, opposites-attract story.

I look forward to your thoughts on Ian and Casey, and their adventure in love. Drop me a line on Instagram or Facebook, or by email at kristinelynnauthor@gmail.com.

Thanks for reading!

XO, Kristine




About the Author

Hopelessly addicted to espresso and HEAs, Kristine Lynn pens high-stakes romances in the wee morning hours before teaching writing at an Oregon college. Luckily, the stakes there aren’t as dire. When she’s not grading, writing, or searching for the perfect vanilla latte, she can be found on the hiking trails behind her home with her daughter and puppy. She’d love to connect on X, Facebook or Instagram.
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Dedication

For Amy and Julia. Your photos and stories of the Olympic backcountry helped shape these pages of adventure, while your love for one another helped me imagine the greater adventure of love my characters undertake. Keep exploring forever.
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Chapter One

IAN MATTHEWS STARED out over the canyon and let the trace amounts of fear dissipate like nitrogen in his blood after a deep scuba dive. The tension in his shoulders acted as a trigger that he should pay attention.

And he was—make no mistake. Hell, at the edge of Hurricane Ridge, the wind whipping around him, spraying his face with icy water, a vast canyon filled with fog that obscured the treacherous trail leading back to Hoodsport, he paid attention or he died.

As a surgeon, he knew that fear was nothing more than his amygdala firing off messages to his brain that he was in danger. That knowledge didn’t keep the whisper of nerves that danced up his spine and opened his airways at bay. He knew the trail, knew its perils, but he was still scared. And smart to be.

The fear had kept him alive, so far.

But danger was what he was after, out here in the Olympic backcountry at least. It was his release from the day-to-day where he had to play it safe, when others’ lives were at risk. He wouldn’t ever play roulette with them again—not to satisfy his need to push the limits or prove he knew his stuff.

Nothing was worth the crippling guilt that came with holding the bill of sale for a price someone else had paid with their life.

No, he’d take out his adventure-seeking on the trails, slopes and seas of the Pacific Northwest. It was safer. Sort of.

A crack of thunder echoed off the canyon walls, deep and angry. That meant rain up the canyon to the west, which meant the possibilities of flash flooding in the canyon floors below him.

As long as he listened to his body and honored its limits, listened to the clash of weather and earth and estimated his course of action based on the alchemy, he’d be fine.

Basically, as long as he wasn’t an idiot, he wouldn’t end up dead, or worse.

He tightened the pack’s straps around his waist since he’d be heading downhill and his weight would shift to his hips. At least this was the last day of his four-day trek and the food and water were depleted to his reserves. Things were always lighter on the way down.

“Okay,” he said out loud. “Let’s get this done so we can see what Greg’s been bugging me about.” He’d gotten half a dozen notifications when he was in and out of the spotty service, but he never had enough of a digital connection to see what they contained.

Ian and his brother had a secret code with their third medical partner, Reese Vallen, a pediatrician from Seattle who’d come to Hoodsport to live with his fiancée, Erin. If one of the three of them sent two texts in their group chat back-to-back, it meant there was trouble. Whoever was out of range getting the notifications was supposed to use the sat phone to check in. But there was nothing on the group chat, so it could wait.

Ian scrambled down a rocky outcrop, careful not to land on the wet mossy patches of the boulders. The Pacific Northwest—especially the area around Hoodsport and the Olympic Range—was a temperate rainforest, meaning it was perpetually damp, if not sopping.

At first, Ian had worried the weather would wear him down. If not the rain, then the darkness that settled in over the coastal range for four months out of the year. The rest of the time, the sky was a dull gray, with high, overhead clouds that draped over Mount Rainier and Puget Sound, a cozy blanket that was also stiflingly without light.

But that hadn’t been the case. First of all, those dark days were gloomy, sure, but when the sun came out and the whole valley shone like an emerald jewel, it more than made up for the gray. Mount Rainier would peek out from behind its blanket of clouds and the Salish Sea would sparkle a pale teal; it was as if he lived in the Caribbean. It was so damn perfect it made Ian’s breath catch every time it happened.

The rest of the time, on days like today, for example, where he played slalom between the waves of bone-chilling fog as he traversed the canyon, he sucked it up and found the beauty in the swirling weather.

Ian had learned in the past year how to get out and enjoy the myriad treasures the area offered him no matter the forecast. The trick was to dress for the weather and then the world was his playground.

And what a playground it was. Adventure awaited him around every bend in the rivers, each hill or peak he summited. He loved his new home, the job included.

It was rare for him to get excited to go back to work, or at least that was the case before he’d packed up and moved to Washington state and joined the Hector Ruiz Clinic as one of three primary trauma surgeons.

Before that move, he’d taken a leave of absence from surgery, which had been necessary to get his head right, to come back to medicine at all. It seemed like a lifetime ago, even though the reverberations of the leave—and what had precipitated it—were still there, brewing beneath his skin. He wasn’t complaining. They kept him on his toes and made sure he paid attention.

And it’s not like he was “back” in the same way as he’d been before, in Chicago. He didn’t think he’d ever take on that level of complex surgeries ever again, and he wasn’t complaining about that, either.

Being an orthopedic physician out here was different from Chicago. Not easier. Not with the mountains and recreational waterways that gave people the opportunity to explore the beauty of the outdoors—and the occasional broken bone as a reminder of how unforgiving Mother Nature could be. Chicago had been more intense. Cases that had challenged him and helped turn him into the surgeon he was today, sure. But it had been all work, all the time. And the kind of cases that kept him up at night, thinking about what he might’ve done differently. Well, one, anyway.

Here, he had balance.

He saw enough fractures and gnarly breaks to satisfy his medical curiosity. But they also were infrequent enough that he was able to take on orthopedic cases for Mason County. Nothing risky—those days were in his past. Just enough to make sure he gave back to the community that had taken them all in and welcomed them as if they were born and raised in the area.

He hopped over a downed fir that must have been a hundred years old. Chances were a windstorm felled the beast after the dry summer they’d had last year. Even the Olympic Peninsula—historically one of the wettest places on the planet—was susceptible to the changing climates happening all across the globe.

They’d better keep an eye on that with hikers in the park this summer. He ran down the trail when it smoothed out, his thumbs hooked in his pack. Just as he got to the bottom, he slowed down, and thank goodness he did. A black-tailed deer and its fawn darted onto the trail just feet in front of him and startled when they caught sight of him. He tried to stop, to give them room to move around him, but wasn’t prepared for the abrupt shift in speed and direction. He felt the slip happening but was powerless to stop it. The traction on his boots didn’t catch the grit on the rocks and his feet slid out from under him. He was on his side before he could assess what had happened, other than the searing pain he felt on his right side. The two deer just hopped away, none the wiser to his fall or injury.

Ian struggled to catch his breath; it’d been knocked out of him so thoroughly.

On one hand, he was grateful for the truck-sized boulder that stopped him from going over the edge of the embankment. That would have been a bummer of a way to lose a leg—or end up unconscious.

But the wall of rock also acted like a sledgehammer against his side, hitting him against the frame of his backpack. He tried to get up, but pain shot up his right leg from his shin. A glance down showed he’d torn through his hiking pants and sliced open his leg. It wasn’t catastrophic, but it’d need immediate attention when he got back.

“Dammit,” he said. He righted himself and sat on the patch of rock where he’d landed as he fashioned a makeshift bandage out of his bandana. First, he cleaned the wound with alcohol he kept in the side of his pack. “Not cool,” he hissed. It burned something fierce. He growled as he fitted the bandage, but it would be fine till he got off the mountain. He’d just have to take it slow so he didn’t pull another bonehead move.

He sent a text to his brother and Reese even though it wouldn’t go through until he was closer to town. Glancing at his watch, he estimated that would be a solid six hours from now—on two good legs. He stretched and winced.

He’d need more like eight. Better to get started so he didn’t end up finishing in the dark, too. The walk down was arduous but nothing he hadn’t done at one point or another. Still, he had no plans to end up like his patients—lost and injured in the wilderness—but this had been a close call. It went to show that even Ian, with a backpack of contingencies and lifetime of experience, could fall victim to the elements.

Seven hours later he hit the trailhead and was met at the edge of the parking lot with what had to be a mirage. It wasn’t quite dusk, and the fog had thinned down in the valley, so it couldn’t be a trick of his eyes. Still, it didn’t make sense.

A tall blonde, hair up in a tight ponytail, leaned against his rig, a fitted OR jacket over jeans hugging curves that made his mouth dry. She stared at him as if she knew who he was, or like she’d been expecting him. He’d be damned if her jade-green eyes didn’t pierce something raw in his chest.

He approached the truck, but she didn’t move or offer an explanation. Just took in his ripped pants and hastily bandaged leg. He felt sticky under the fabric, meaning the wound still wasn’t closing. Damn. He might need stitches.

That was later-Ian’s problem. This version needed a shower, a whiskey and a look at the wound under better light—and not in that order.

“Excuse me,” he said, dropping his bag at her feet. Just in case his mind wasn’t totally clear from the last few hours on a bum leg and several days of walking in the wilderness alone before that, he checked the license plate. Nope. It was his truck, alright. “I need to get in here.”

Her arms were crossed over her chest, and he tried to focus on her mouth instead of a peek at the cleavage showing in the deep V of the open-zippered jacket. She was beautiful; he’d give her that. Even if her scowl said she was frustrated. With him? It didn’t make sense since he didn’t know who the hell she was.

The mystery woman jutted out a hip but still didn’t move.

“You need to take care of that leg. The clinic is an hour from here and it’s impossible to drive a stick shift with a laceration like the one you described.”

Her voice was familiar and ran under his skin like a current. But try as he might, he couldn’t place where he might’ve heard it before. Damn, he wished he wasn’t exhausted, dehydrated and nursing an injury that likely needed treatment. Which she seemed in agreement about.

Too bad he didn’t have a clue who she was or why she’d care about his leg. Hell, or how she knew about his clinic. This was turning out to be the strangest day of his life.

He stared at her, mouth agape. “Sorry,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know who you are.”

There was a flash of surprise on her face, where her lips became full almost-smiling things. But before he could get used to how damn captivating the woman was when she didn’t look poised to slap him, it was back to annoyance in her pulled brows and frown.

Unfortunately, she was still captivating, albeit a little intense.

“Casey Larsen. Your new nurse practitioner.” He blanched. She was their new nurse? She was…well, stunning. Attractive. And off-limits, his intrusive inner critic chimed in.

“Oh, got it. I’m Ian Matthews, which I’m guessing you know.”

“Yep. You’re the first person I spoke to about the open position, right? You and Dr. Vallen?” She got in her rig and while she fished around for something, he tried not to look at the way she filled out those jeans, but it was futile. She was like a magnet, pulling his focus. How interesting she was just as alluring in the flesh as she’d been on the phone.

He thought about that first interview with Casey. She’d interviewed with Greg and Erin in person in Seattle, but Reese and Ian had planned a ski trip to tackle a dozen of the hundred and sixty trails in Olympic Park so they’d taken the preliminary phone calls instead. If he was being honest, during the application process, he’d liked the easy way she spoke about her work with no fluff or arrogance. Just awareness that she was damned good at what she did. Seeing her in person—that same easy confidence wafting off her—was distracting.

“That’s right. I’m glad you got the offer.” He winced. That was way too personal, especially since his body had certainly chimed in about its appreciation of her—and none of it had to do with the skills she’d expressed on her phone interview.

“I’m glad to be here. You guys have done a good job getting the clinic up and running—we’ve been busy this whole week.”

Guilt at having left during a busy week was coupled with another, more personal, guilt. He’d missed her whole onboarding? How had that happened?

“You got in early.” It was a statement more than a question. He’d thought he was a hundred percent sure she was arriving two days after his backpacking trip was supposed to end.

A shadow passed over her face, and if he didn’t know any better, he’d say whatever had brought it also carried pain in its wake. He recognized that kind of hurt expression—the kind he’d carried the first year after his…after the event that had forced him to take a leave of absence.

“I had a personal thing come up and needed to push up my arrival. Greg agreed I could start early once my…issue was resolved.”

His curiosity piqued. He wanted to ask, to get to know the new nurse—Casey—who had him captive with her voice, her presence… But then he glanced around.

Reality set in. He was at the trailhead after a week off-grid, was unshowered, hungry and bleeding from a significant wound on his leg—not at the office prepared to have this conversation.

Ian shook his head, trying to chase the fog away, but between the ache in his leg and his overall sore body, he wasn’t tracking what was going on. Not at all.

“Sorry, Casey, but why are you here? Did Greg want us to meet?” And if he did, why’d his brother choose that location? Why right after his hike? He didn’t mind the unexpected—to him, anyway—meeting, but he couldn’t figure out why they were there. Nothing was making sense. “I’m glad to meet you, but a little exhausted—I’ve been out almost all week.”

“You didn’t get the texts from him?”

He shook his head, but as he did, his phone chimed three, four, then a series of times back- to-back. At least that cleared something up. He’d just gotten back into service.

“Those are probably the context we both need.” He ignored his phone, though, more interested in the woman physically in front of him than what his brother had to say about her. Something about those eyes demanded his focus and attention, even if the circumstances didn’t make sense… He’d catch up on his missed messages at home once he got back.

“I know. Just like I know you fell this morning and need medical attention. This isn’t a meet and greet, Doc.” He glanced over at her. How did she know about his fall? She pointed to her phone, and he grimaced. Another mystery that would have been answered if he’d gotten the unchecked messages before he made it to the trailhead. But how had she found out about the injury if none of his texts had arrived till just then? “Your brother got your messages about your cut and asked me to come out here to be your nurse.”

His brows raised and he hated that his tired body betrayed him by grinning like an idiot when she mentioned being his new nurse. His imagination didn’t need much prompting to envision what her caring for him could look like. She seemed to have picked up on that, and as the sun slipped behind the first peak on the horizon, he couldn’t be sure if it was the neon pink of the sky or her embarrassment that caused her cheeks to appear red.

“I mean, since I’m the new nurse practitioner at the Hector Ruiz Clinic and your brother’s gone, he asked me to meet you here and help you with your—” She gestured to his leg, and he had to admit he kinda liked that she was as flummoxed as he was all of a sudden. It put them on more even ground.

“My injury.” She nodded, her eyes bright.

“Yes,” she said, finding something interesting in the dirt at her feet. “That.”

“Got it,” he said. Her cheeks reddened even more. He didn’t say more, just stared back at her. He didn’t know why, but having her there, in his world, threw it off its axis, even if it was just the parking lot. Maybe he needed to add sleep to that list. Either way, spending more time in close proximity to a woman he was drawn to didn’t seem like the best idea—especially in his exhausted state. “Um, but anyway, I think I’m good to go. In terms of needing help. I’ll just—”

He’d what? Fix it himself?

Her brows raised as if to ask the same question.

“What are you thinking?” he asked. “This isn’t exactly a sterile field.”

“I was thinking I’d get a ride back to your place and I can clean and disinfect and get a better sense of things. I know we just met, but your company vetted me and—”

“My place is on the other side of the Hood Canal.” Meaning it would add forty minutes to their drive, past the clinic.

She seemed to weigh this, giving him another visual once-over as if that was enough to decide that he wasn’t going to murder her in her own home.

“Fine,” she finally said. She walked to the driver’s side of her truck and climbed in. “We’ll go to mine. But I’m driving and I’ll take you to pick up your truck tomorrow.” She hesitated. What was she thinking through? “You can stay in my guest room. I don’t trust that leg of yours for an hour’s drive on winding backroads.”

He didn’t, either. And he’d never had an easy time trusting others, especially when relying on his own efforts meant less room for error. As it always did when he considered collaborating with another doctor, nurse or even fellow climber, his past loomed tall in his rearview mirror.

Maybe if his sister’s care had been in the hands of someone capable, she’d still be with them. A stab of regret made him flinch—she’d have loved the hike he just completed. But she’d never even gotten to go to her first high school dance, let alone explore the world. The injustice of it all—of her loss and the compounding effect on him and Greg—was crippling if he just sat around and thought about it. So, he didn’t. He got out, he sought adventure on her behalf, and even with an injury like he had now, it was always worth it—the living while he was able.

Yeah, but if you’d had help that day in the OR, maybe you wouldn’t have missed the heart issue.

He shivered despite the warmth of the late afternoon. The “heart issue” his intrusive dickhead of a subconscious called up was a fluke aortic aneurysm that had ultimately killed his young patient without warning. It shouldn’t have been there, shouldn’t have happened, especially given his age. It’d been a routine osteogenesis imperfecta bone setting, and the kid hadn’t left the table. His family had gone home without their son.

Dammit. Why’d he have to think of that now? He’d made so much progress…

Ian’s skin itched and despite his exhaustion, he had the impulse to head right back down the trail he’d just left
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