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I ALWAYS PICTURE MY characters, either imaginary or from real images, when I write my books. For the Grooms with Honor series I’m using couples I found in my great-grandparents’ photo album, dating back to the early 1880s to early 1900s period. My great-grandparents were born in Sweden, moved to Kansas, and married in 1892.

There are no names written on the back of these photographs, and I don’t recognize them as any of my relatives.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t a couple in the album that would suggest Kiowa and Mary’s wedding photograph, so please consider the man on the book cover as Kiowa, and the photo I have featured as his wife, Mary.

These couples don’t look like our modern-day cover models (men with rippling muscles and women with flawless makeup), but they show real couples starting their new life together as husband and wife during the same period as the couples in my Grooms with Honor series.

[image: A black and white photo of a person

Description generated with very high confidence]

WHILE YOU’RE READING Kiowa’s Oath, you can pretend this portrait is of Kiowa Jones’ wife, Mary. Hopefully, I’ve given her and Kiowa a good start in their married life.
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MAY 1892

Clear Creek, Kansas

“Kiowa! Kiowa! Come quick!” Kiowa Jones heard ten-year-old Nolie Jenkins scream at the top of his lungs in panic as he ran toward Kiowa’s blacksmith shop.

Kiowa had never heard the boy in such a panicked state. Kiowa dropped his heavy hammer and the hand tongs holding the red-hot iron on top of the anvil.

The forge fire was going full blast, but Kiowa ignored it as he ran to meet the boy.

“What’s wrong?” Kiowa called out as they raced toward each other.

“They fell down the stairs! Ma’s not moving and Burdette’s screaming because her right leg is stickin’ out at a funny angle!” Nolie yelled as he ran backward a second until Kiowa was by his side and they both raced toward the apartment stairs above Mary Jenkin’s dress shop, not dodging the water puddles from this morning’s downpour.

Panic pumped Kiowa’s legs and arms as he ran the block. His thick black braid flying free behind him when he lost the leather cap he wore when he worked in the shop. Kiowa yanked off his thick leather gloves as he ran, dropping them on the muddy ground without a second thought. He was covered with sweat and soot, but there was no time to wash up.

“Did you go to Dr. Pansy’s office first?” Kiowa shouted between puffs of air.

“No! I thought I should get you—”

“Go now! And if you can’t find the doctor, get her husband, Mack Reagan, to find her!” Kiowa yelled and ran on as Nolie veered off to run to the doctor’s office.

Kiowa skidded to a stop as he reached the enclosed stairway as the boardwalk was slick from the rain. The outside door to the stairway leading up to the apartment was open. Mother and daughter were both unconscious, lying a few steps apart halfway down the steep steps. Kiowa broke into a cold sweat seeing twelve-year-old Burdette’s leg broken halfway between her knee and thigh, jutting out at an odd angle and bleeding through her dress. It would be a blessing if she fainted from the pain, rather than also having a head injury.

Mary was on her back, sprawled down the steps, her head resting on a step below her body. Had she fallen head first? Dear God, Mary’s not moving. Had she broken her neck?

Kiowa hesitated a moment. How did he move them without causing more injuries?

“Kiowa! Don’t move them yet! “We’re coming!” Mack Reagan bellowed, racing with a longboard under his arm beside his wife, Doctor Pansy. The woman was six foot tall and kept up with her husband, even clutching her doctor’s bag to her chest.

Kiowa stepped back, trying to breathe in his panic. What if Mary and Burdette both died in this freak accident? He caught Nolie around the waist as the boy tried to run up the stairs to his family.

“Nolie, stop,” Kiowa commanded as the boy fought Kiowa’s hold. “Let the doctor do her job.”

Nolie’s tears dripped on Kiowa’s forearms. Or maybe the tears were his own because his vision was blurring.

Storekeepers and customers quickly clambered down the boardwalk because they heard the yelling outside.

Fergus Reagan, the photographer, stepped up to help his brother, Mack, with the transfer of Burdette since the girl was closest to the outside door.

“Carefully slide the board under Burdette, trying to keep her back straight,” Doctor Pansy commanded to Mack and Fergus as she held the girl’s leg steady in the position it was in. The stairwell was a tight fit with three extra people trying to slowly move the two-foot-by-six-foot board under the girl.

“We got her,” Mack took a breath and slowly leveled the board between him and his brother and carefully stepped backward out of the stairwell.

“Careful! Don’t move too fast. Cullen! Step up here and hold Burdette’s leg in place as the men walk her to my office!” Doctor Pansy directed to the postmaster, another Reagan brother. ”Somebody, run ahead and open the door for them!”

Jasper Kerns, Mack’s construction partner came puffing up to the group. “Here’s another board for Mary. Want us to move her now?”

Kiowa held his breath as Doctor Pansy felt for Mary’s pulse on her neck. What if—?

“She’s alive!” Doctor Pansy announced as if it surprised her. She ran her hands up and down Mary’s limbs checking for breaks. “Her arms and legs seem okay, but I’m worried about her neck and back.”

Doctor Pansy sat back on the step, leaning against the wall of the stairwell, her right hand rubbing her jaw as she thought what to do.

“Before we slide the board under her, someone get towels or something I can pack around her neck to hold it steady.

“Here’s my shawl,” Iris Reagan, Fergus’ wife spoke as bystanders passed it up to Doctor Pansy.

Doctor Pansy carefully threaded the end of the material under Mary’s neck as it lay at an awkward back angle against the wooden step.

“I bet their shoes were slick from the rain,” Kiowa heard someone murmur behind him as he stared in shock at Mary. He squeezed Nolie tighter against his front as the boy tried to step away again.

“Jasper. Get below me as I slide Mary down onto the board.” She looked back at the people crowded behind her. “Elof. Be ready to hold her head still as she slides forward,” Doctor Pansy barked orders as the two men moved forward and others moved back to give them space. Elof Lundahl was the farrier who Kiowa made horseshoes for.

“Easy, keep her sliding onto the board in a fluid motion. We don’t want to pull or twist her spine.”

Spine. Paralysis.

Kiowa’s thoughts hitched his breath, seeing fresh blood on the step where Mary’s head had lain as they moved her body onto the board.

“Kiowa. Step up here to carry the back of the board but watch your step. Don’t slip on the blood on the stairs,” Doctor Pansy commanded, but Kiowa couldn’t move.

Blood? Kiowa breath hitched seeing the smear of blood.

“Kiowa! Get up here, now! She lost a little bit of blood, but her head isn’t bleeding now,” Doctor Pansy barked as she picked up the board herself, causing Kiowa to jump forward as she commanded.

Doctor Pansy was almost as tall as him, and probably weighed more than him, but she needed to be in charge instead of carrying her patient.

Someone else had passed a jacket forward, and Doctor Pansy wrapped the article of clothing around the board and tied the sleeves together around Mary’s legs, so she wouldn’t slide off the board.

“I need another jacket or shawl to wrap around her chest,” Doctor Pansy called, not taking her eyes off her patient. A dark blue knit shawl appeared and was wrapped around Mary’s chest, securing her to the board.

“Okay, go slow and watch your step. Put Mary in the back exam room. I’ll work on Burdette first before she wakes up,” she said as she ran toward her office, leaving Jasper, Elof, and himself to transport Mary to the doctor’s office.

Nolie grabbed the right side of the board and walked with the trio. “Ma! Wake up! Please, wake up!”

“I bet she just hit her head and blacked out a minute, Nolie. Stay calm. She’ll wake up soon,” Elof calmly talked to the boy. Kiowa wished he could comfort Nolie, but the blood and the angle of Mary’s neck frightened Kiowa.

“Ease the board down on the exam table. Don’t take her off the board yet,” Doctor Pansy yelled as the men walked by transporting Mary. Kiowa’s arms trembled, not with Mary’s weight, but with the effort to keep the board as steady as possible given his turbulent emotions.

“I wanna stay with Ma!” Nolie protested as Jasper tried to pull the boy from the room.

Nolie looked up at Kiowa, begging him to intervene.

“I’ll stay here with Nolie and keep Mary steady on the table until Doctor Pansy can get to her,” Kiowa nodded.

“All right. I’ll go back and take care of the forge for you,” Elof said. In Kiowa’s panic, he’d forgotten the blazing fire he’d run away from with Nolie’s distress call.

“Thanks,” Kiowa said with a nod while keeping a hand on the board to keep it steady, although Mary didn’t look like she’d wake up and struggle to sit up.

Elof and Jasper each glanced at Mary before leaving the room. Elof quietly shutting the door as he left last.

“Kiowa, I’m scared,” Nolie whispered, staring at his mother’s pale face.

Kiowa had the same thoughts, but he couldn’t say them out loud to the distraught child.

“Doctor Pansy will set Burdette’s leg, then check on your Ma. They’ll both be fine, but it might take them a while to mend,” Kiowa tried to believe the words he was saying to Nolie.

“But I can’t take care of them by myself,” Nolie whispered, all of a sudden worried about becoming the man of the house?

“You got your Uncle Gabe and Aunt Iva Mae, besides your Shepard grandparents to help out. Let alone every woman in town will bring enough food to feed an army while your ma and sister are on the mend.”

Nolie let that sink in, but then he looked up at Kiowa. “And you?”

Kiowa’s lungs seized with Nolie’s question, stalling his answer. After a second, he breathed deep to fill his lungs.

“Yes. I’m here for you too,” Kiowa said as he looked at his dirty, calloused hands, then at Mary’s delicate fingers lying limp, tied to her side by the shawl on the board.

How he wanted to touch her, but he didn’t dare, not knowing what was wrong with her. But he could be here to comfort Mary’s son.

Burdette’s blood-curdling scream caused him and Nolie to jump, but not Mary. Her daughter’s cry didn’t penetrate her unconsciousness and wake her.
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