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CHAPTER ONE


          

          LEYLA

        

      

    

    
      I had to get the picture. It was the only thing that mattered to me.

      I knew what people thought. Leyla Priestly didn’t know when to quit. She was going to get herself killed with her recklessness and bravado.

      I didn’t care.

      This mattered.

      I was a photojournalist for the Boston Globe. My entire career had been spent chasing bigger and more explosive stories. Stories I didn’t tell in words. Words just never evoked the kind of emotions I was after. A single picture could spark change. Pictures altered lives, improving the deplorable conditions so many people lived in.

      I exposed inequalities and injustices.

      Now, I found myself in war torn Sierra Leone, surrounded by an elite military force whose number one job was to stay hidden.

      And that meant the photographer they’d allowed into their unit wasn’t supposed to run into danger to expose the ongoing diamond operations that covered more than seven thousand square miles near the eastern border.

      “Everyone, get ready to move out,” Sergeant Kline ordered. “We need to make it to the border by nightfall.”

      We were bailing out, as per our orders from the higher ups who’d never even set boots on the ground. The situation had grown too dangerous, and we were supposed to meet up with a patrol in Guinea for extraction. Then it was back to the U.S. for us.

      I flipped through the pictures on my camera and wiped the sweat from my dirt-smeared brow. These would be excellent for any number of pieces the newspaper might run. A few might even sell to one of the magazines I also freelanced for. But I was looking for the one.

      I didn’t have it yet. Nothing that would bring light to the shadows I’d seen over here. The war ended more than two decades ago, but they still lived with the consequences every day. One of those consequences—the conflict diamonds that kept opposition forces funded and working.

      Dirty boots stopped in front of me, and I looked up into the face of Captain Lauren Murati. She extended a hand down, and I accepted it, letting her pull me to my feet. My own exhaustion reflected back at me in her eyes. “Another day and we’ll get hot showers.”

      I raised an eyebrow, and she laughed.

      “Okay, we’ll get showers, probably not hot.”

      At this point, I’d take what I could get. We’d been in the jungles for a month now, searching for a missing American. We found him, but we were too late.

      “I’m just looking forward to eating something other than our rations.” I bumped her shoulder. There was a comradery I’d come to respect among these soldiers, and they included me in their bonds easily, making sure I knew they had my back. We all recognized in each other a desire to make a difference.

      “Preaching to the choir, Shutter.” It was the nickname they’d given me, and I didn’t hate it. It made me feel like I was one of them.

      Lauren, also called Quick Shot for her ability to aim and hit a combatant before anyone else even noticed they were there, slapped me on the back.

      “Yo, Quick Shot,” Lance called. We called him Bass because he hated sharing a name with the boy band member. “You ready for a real bed?”

      Trevor, “Straight Arrow,” smacked him on the back of the head. “Sure, she is, just not yours.”

      I laughed as I wound my tangled auburn hair into a braid to get it off my neck. I’d never been so hot as the last month, or so tired and hungry. It wasn’t my first time in a war zone, but the last one had been luxurious compared to this. At least there, we’d been on base.

      I pulled the shirt away from my sticky skin, trying to fan myself with the extra fabric. I wasn’t a small woman, never had been, and I took pride in the extra pounds I carried. I wasn’t one for diets or over-exercising just to fit society’s standards, but I’d lost quite a bit of weight lately. Living in a hot box did that to a person.

      We climbed into two well-equipped trucks. I wasn’t armed. When we first left base, no one had expected us to end up anywhere near the diamond mines. But here we were.

      We saw signs of them as we neared. The land became even more barren than before, with fewer and fewer trees. Roads cut through the bush, seemingly going nowhere.

      And then, I saw it.

      The village.

      Our road went straight through it, so I held my breath as I always did when we first entered any area that could contain hostiles. Our trucks didn’t indicate we were military, but that didn’t mean much.

      Ramshackle buildings lined the roads, their rotted wood looking as if they were more likely to fall down than provide adequate shelter. It was early morning, but the village was awake and buzzing with activity. People darted across the street in front of us. I lifted my camera, snapping shot after shot out the window, taking in the thin appearance of the locals, the way their threadbare clothes hung off bony shoulders and impossibly thin chests.

      A steady stream of people made their way down the road, and I knew instantly where they were going. “Can we follow them?”

      Sergeant Kline leveled me with a stare. “That’s not a good idea, Shutter. Our orders are to make it to the border safely.”

      “With all due respect, sir, screw the orders.” Three children, who couldn’t have been more than ten years old, passed my window. I knew what I was asking. We had too much ground to cover, but the world wouldn’t wake up and take notice of continued atrocities unless they saw for themselves.

      That was my job.

      “I didn’t come all the way here to ignore this.” I hated diamonds, refused to wear them because the fact was, most jewelers didn’t do enough research into where their gems came from. When I was a kid, I did a presentation to explain to my parents why my father needed to stop his tradition of anniversary diamonds for my mother.

      And he did.

      But now, here I was, right in the middle of it, right where I could have more of an impact than turning one man into a conscientious buyer.

      Kline didn’t have time to respond before the ground shook as an explosion rocked the world. Fire erupted from the truck in front of us.

      “IED!” Kline yelled.

      Quick Shot was out of the truck and firing before I could even comprehend what was happening. Half our unit had been hit.

      Bass shook my shoulder. “You okay, Shutter?” he shouted over the noise.

      I nodded.

      “We need to find out if any of them survived.” Straight Arrow jumped out and ran toward the first truck. He was steps away when he suddenly jerked back and crumpled to the ground.

      I gripped my camera as tightly as I could.

      Bass gripped my arm and pulled me from the truck to duck behind it as a bullet whirred past us. My breath came in shallow gasps. We’d known the risks of trying to get to the border. Opposition forces guarded the mines. But we’d grown confident the farther east we went.

      Quick Shot jumped behind the truck to reload, her chest heaving, a grin on her face. It was still there when a bullet struck her brow.

      A scream lodged in my throat as I stared at her in horror.

      The line of people heading for work in the mines hadn’t stopped. It was as if fighting in the streets was just a regular occurrence for them. Young children hurried in front of their parents as they made their way down the road. I knew what I had to do.

      If I was going to die here, it wasn’t going to be cowering in fear.

      Lifting my camera, I crept around toward the front of the truck while Bass and Kline engaged with the insurgents.

      Clicking as fast as I could, I photographed everything. Children going to work barefoot, the sparse living conditions, gunmen on rooftops and running across the streets fighting with the local authorities.

      I crept closer to the workers, who looked back over their shoulders nervously now.  I saw her. A young girl with tears streaming down her dirty little face. She brought a hand up to her mouth, and her fingers looked raw, calloused, as if they were more used to hard work than any kind of play. Dark hair stuck to her forehead as she froze in fear.

      There was shouting behind me, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her precious face, the vulnerability in her startling blue eyes. Positioning my camera, I clicked once. Only once. An arm wrapped around me, pulling me back behind the cover of our armored vehicle.

      “Time to go,” Kline said in my ear. Together, with Bass and two other survivors, we piled in and took off, our wheels kicking up dirt behind us as bullets continued to ping off the metal.

      My heart pounded in my chest until it was all I could hear. One beat. Two. One beat. Two.

      Kline steered us away from the village and off the road, our tires bumping along rough terrain. I knocked into Bass, but I didn’t hear anything he said. I barely felt his hand on my arm.

      Soldiers were trained for this.

      I was not a soldier.

      I looked down at the picture I’d taken, the little girl who would know no life other than one making poverty wages mining conflict diamonds—diamonds born of blood and war and human struggle. If she even survived this day.

      There were many ways to make a difference.  I could only hope I’d done my job today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          CONRAD

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t see what the problem is.” I set my mail on the driftwood table at my back door as I entered the house. I reached out to pet Red, my domesticated fox. He greeted me every time I opened the door by running in a circle, his lithe body bending and prancing around my feet.

      My sister said something else, but I didn’t hear her as Red distracted me with his antics.

      “Conrad, are you even listening?”

      “Sure, sure.” I leafed through the mail I’d picked up when I was in town. “You can’t decide if you want to come home after graduation.”

      She sighed, a big dramatic Jorgina sigh. There was a reason she was Dad’s favorite. And also a reason she and Dad didn’t always get along. They were too much alike.

      “I’m a senior now. I need to start thinking about my future.”

      “And your future isn’t here.” I never expected it to be. She’d been gone for almost four years now and rarely returned home, even for breaks. I also got the feeling I was the only person in the family she ever called.

      I wasn’t sure why she trusted me, exactly. Sure, I was several years older, but I’d also practically left the family, choosing to live a solitary life running the Corolla Horse Sanctuary on an island inhabited only by me.

      “I didn’t say that,” she scoffed. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      That was the problem with Jorgina. She never actually said what she meant.

      “Can this wait, sis?” I pulled out a copy of The National Resolve I’d picked up today. I read the magazine judiciously because they were dedicated to telling stories that mattered. On this month’s issue, the cover featured a haunting image of a little girl. I didn’t need to read the headline for it to break my heart.

      Jorgina sighed again. “You’re distracted. Fine. Just go do whatever it is you do, big brother.” She hung up without a goodbye.

      Sliding the phone from my ear, I set it on the table by the door and looked at the picture closer. Flipping open the magazine, I found the article. The image had won some kind of award I’d never heard of after appearing in the Boston Globe.

      “I know, Red, it’s incredible.” Also horrifying. The article said the image subject worked in the diamond mines of Sierra Leone.

      Red nudged my leg as if he could sense my changing mood. Setting the magazine down, I flipped through more of the mail. Most of it was junk, but there was a new bill for the barn repairs I’d needed done last month. I could do a lot of things myself, but I never touched anything electrical.

      I held up the envelope. “How much do you want to bet I’m going to choke on what this says?”

      Red only looked at me, his eyes wide. He was the only being I talked to much, and that was how I liked it. Just me, Red, and the horses. I threw the bill on the kitchen counter without opening it as I walked farther into my small and sparsely furnished home.

      I’d never needed much, just a bed and a good coffee maker. Once upon a time, I’d lived at the Ashford Estates with every luxury afforded to me, but that wasn’t who I wanted to be. When I gave up my father’s money and took over the sanctuary, everyone said I was nuts.

      But I’d never felt more sane, more free.

      I stared out the kitchen window that overlooked the water. My house sat on the rocky side of the island, high above the ocean. White sandy beaches lined all three of the other sides, where the horses loved to play.

      The sun had long disappeared from the sky, and exhaustion tugged at me. It had been a tiring day capped by a house call to look in one of my brother’s horses that was sick. The only other large animal vet in the area was out of town, which meant I couldn’t stay on my island as much as I’d like.

      Opening my fridge, I realized I’d forgotten the one thing I needed to do while in town. Grocery shop. With a sigh, I shut it and walked into the living room to sink down onto my brown leather sofa and let the weight roll off my shoulders.

      I leaned my head back and shut my eyes, needing a brief moment to soak in the peace.

      It didn’t last long because the front door banged open, and Amelia burst in.

      I shot to my feet at the intrusion and took her in from the wild look in her eyes to the dirt covering her flannel shirt. “What’s wrong?” I walked toward my assistant, wasting no time. If she hadn’t left on the last ferry, there was a reason.

      Her chest heaved. “Thank heaven you’re finally back. It’s Bay.”

      “I’ll get my kit.”

      Bay was a pregnant mare Amelia and I had watched carefully for weeks. Horses could give birth on their own, but she’d shown signs of distress with the pregnancy.

      I lifted the duffel I always had prepared for medical emergencies onto my shoulder and followed Amelia out to where she’d parked the golf cart.

      “She’s on the east end.”

      I nodded as she drove, picking up speed as she took us across the rough terrain. I worked hard to maintain cart tracks across the island for easy access in areas the herd was used to, but it was still a work in progress.

      “I was getting ready to head home for the day when I saw her,” she explained. “That was a couple of hours ago. I’ve been waiting for you to get back since then.”

      I wasn’t beholden to ferry schedules because I had my own boat, but Amelia lived in Superiore Bay.

      “I was at the estate.”

      Her face pinched, and sympathy entered her gaze. I never spoke much about my family, but everyone in Superiore Bay knew the Ashfords and the pressure put on their children, especially the black sheep of the family.

      “Well, this should be a breeze for you then after facing the lions.”

      My lips quirked up at her joke. Amelia came to work with me last year when she was straight out of veterinary school and looking for an internship. She’d browbeat me into taking her on. And then, she never left.

      We found the herd congregated on the east end, just as Amelia said. They didn’t typically go far from each other, and now was no different. Bay was one of their own, and they could sense she was in trouble.

      I always said horses were smarter than humans, but they were also kinder and gentler.

      We parked far enough back so as not to spook them. These were wild horses, after all. They were used to the two of us, but we still had to be careful.

      Winter kicked a hoof against the ground before approaching me, his brown eyes boring into mine. He was the leader of the herd, the alpha.

      I reached out a hand, inching closer. If I was going to get near Bay, it had to be with his permission. Winter had never let me touch him, not even come close, but he’d never tried to keep me away either.

      After studying me for a moment, Winter stepped back.

      “He knows you’re here to help.” Amelia nudged me. “Please help Bay.”

      Bay was a favorite among tourists but also of mine and Amelia’s, in part because she’d never shied away from us. There was little wild in her.

      We found her lying on her side, her breath shallow and obviously distressed.

      I kneeled beside her, and she lifted her head just enough to meet my gaze, a striking vulnerability in her eyes. The image of that little girl popped into my head because it was a similar look. Fear. But also, acceptance of that fear, a belief that this was her lot in life.

      Leaning forward, I ran a hand down the length of her, around the curve of her belly. “You’re not going to die today, Bay,” I whispered.

      Her entire body quivered at my words, and I pressed my palms on her, trying to feel movement.

      “Amelia, check to see her progress.”

      Amelia snapped gloves on and reached up into her. “You’re going to need to turn it, doc. I think one of the hooves is stuck.”

      Bay’s breathing sped up, and she let out a snort I knew meant she was in pain. I’d done this enough I could recognize the signs. “Okay, switch me spots. Keep her calm.”

      Amelia moved to sit next to Bay and murmured soft words to her as she stroked her neck.

      I pulled on a pair of rubber gloves and felt around in the darkness, the stars my only guide, until my fingers hit the edge of one small hoof. While Amelia put pressure on Bay’s stomach, I reached in and freed the second hoof.

      Then, it was all up to the horse and nature.

      I sat back on my heels, and more of the foal appeared. When it was part of the way out, I gripped the hooves and pulled while breaking open the sack around it.

      By the time the foal was free, I could have passed out from pure joy or exhaustion. I wasn’t sure which.

      The foal stood on shaky legs, taking two tentative steps forward.

      “Congratulations,” Amelia said. “We have a boy.”

      The clearest blue eyes met mine, set deep in a white face splotched with brown. I couldn’t look away from him, couldn’t shake the thought that there was so much hope for him, for his future here on the island.

      Not every kid, or animal, had that at birth.

      Amelia usually named the horses. Before her, I’d known them on sight but not called them anything. Except now, with the ocean staring at me in his eyes, I knew. “Blue. His name is Blue.”

      Amelia smiled. “I like that.”

      Winter ducked his head, as if in approval. He stepped forward and nudged Bay, who was struggling to her feet.

      I stood, my own legs ready to collapse beneath me. No matter how long a day it had been, at the sanctuary, it could always get longer.

      And I wouldn’t give it up for the world.

      “Go get the trailer.” I directed the words to Amelia. “I want to watch mom and baby overnight.”

      Amelia saluted before speeding off into the dark to do as I asked.

      I sank to the ground in the middle of the herd of wild horses as they welcomed Blue.

      With so much bad in the world—like whatever happened to that little girl in the magazine—I truly believed everyone could use a bit of this beautiful magic. My indecisive sister. My feuding brothers. My demanding father.

      Yet, none of them would. So, for now, it was just mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          LEYLA

        

      

    

    
      I stood on the ferryboat deck, barely aware of the fresh ocean breeze in my hair. My eyes stared unseeing at the beauty of Casco Bay, glittering under the sun’s rays.

      I still felt the stifling heat and humidity of the Sierra Leone jungles. The grit and grime of too many days without a break thick on my skin. No matter how many showers I took, I couldn’t rid myself of that feeling.

      Just as I still felt the weight of the gold medal heavy around my neck.

      Would she ever know what level of prestige capturing her on film in that moment of chaos had bought me? Would the little girl ever know her face had adorned every major newspaper across the world? That countless millions stared in awe at the haunting beauty of her blue gaze on their television screens, safe in their first world homes, oblivious of the struggles she lived with from day to day? Had she even survived that horrific day?

      I would never know the answers to these questions that kept me up at night.

      The Roberta Carson Gold Medal Award for the best in photographic reporting from abroad, requiring exceptional courage and enterprise. That’s what it said on the medal. I now stood among the best of the best in photojournalism. I could write my own ticket to the top.

      Except, I couldn’t get that poor child’s eyes out of my mind.

      I was a fraud. Capitalizing on her misery, climbing on her back to lift myself up.

      I tried to remember how the powerful image I’d captured with my lens had opened the world’s eyes to the atrocious conditions in places like the Sierra Leone diamond mines. I tried to remember how the world got to see the young girl’s blistered and calloused hands forced to mine diamonds at an age when she should be somewhere playing with her siblings and enjoying her childhood. They got to see the intense vulnerability of her wide, blue eyes. But one picture wouldn’t change the world.

      That was why I needed to get back out there, whether I was ready for it or not. I needed to do more. More than just click a camera to get the money shot, but my boss insisted I take some time to heal from the horrors I’d witnessed.

      Shaking my head, I leaned against the ferryboat railing. Almost from the moment my image hit the papers, they slapped a medal around my neck, honoring my work and my bravery. At first, I couldn’t wait to get back out there, and I did. A few days after the award ceremony, I was off to El Paso, Texas, covering the crisis at the southern borders.

      The words meltdown and too soon were used to describe my single-minded pursuit to record what I saw there. I didn’t care about the varying sides of the political climate. Politics didn’t matter when people were suffering with nowhere to go and nothing but the clothes on their backs.

      Something broke inside me when a little boy came wandering through the sparse desert shrubs just beyond the border near Juarez, covered in dust, sobbing, and not old enough to know how to ask for asylum.

      I cried as I watched the border patrol take him in with all the others. Too many to count. Too many putting all their hopes into a chance at a better life from the one they’d left behind. Who could blame them?

      Lots of people cried at the sight. Even some of the burly, brusque soldier types shed some tears for the lost little boy. But I didn’t just cry. I ugly cried. Sobbing, unable to stand, I’d sank to my knees along the dusty border and bashed my camera against the ground until it lay scattered in pieces. My local guide sent me home after that. For once, I didn’t argue.

      The moment I returned to Boston, they put me at a desk and told me to take it easy. But how could I when they’d given me an award and then took my job away? I was at war with myself. Part of me was desperate to prove to everyone—including myself—I could still do this job. And another, louder part of me wanted to hide under my desk.

      I could still hear my boss in his booming voice—the one that usually told me to do whatever it took to get the shot—telling me I had two choices. Take a puff piece, get some R and R, or take a forced leave of absence until I could get my head on straight.

      I took the puff piece, the one based on some small-town article written by a former Boston Globe reporter.

      The foghorn blasted me out of my thoughts, and I realized I needed to get back to my car. We were nearly there. I told my boss I was going to take a leisurely drive up the New England coast for some of that R and R we’d talked about. I got tired of driving, so I hopped on a ferryboat to cross the bay, hoping the beautiful scenery would distract me from my thoughts.

      It turned out I couldn’t escape my thoughts on a ferryboat any more than I could while driving.

      Even with the gorgeous views of the bay, dotted with islands and beautiful sailboats, I was too much in my head still. It was all a void of nothing, stretched out before me like an endless darkness I might drown in if I couldn’t pull myself out of this slump.

      “We’ll be arriving at the docks soon, Miss,” a ferryboat attendant said. “You should return to your vehicle.”

      “Oh, right. Thank you.” I nodded and made my way back down to the lower deck and my rental car. As a traveling photojournalist, I didn’t own much. No car. No Brownstone walk-up in the city. Most of what I owned, I carried with me wherever I went, spending little time at the minimally furnished studio apartment I kept in Boston. I didn’t like being weighed down with too much stuff. I enjoyed the freedom of my nomadic lifestyle and the stories I chased. The ones I told to the world without a single word.

      “I have to find that version of myself again.” I pushed my sunglasses into place and slid the car into drive, leaving the ferryboat and the docks behind in favor of my new destination.

      Superiore Bay.

      I certainly wasn’t going to find an epic shot of a war-torn country among the million-dollar homes and quaint little shops of this idyllic Maine town.

      “Get in, get the shot, and get out.” I gripped the steering wheel and zoomed down the highway toward my destination. “Wild horses.” I shook my head. Of all the things Hal could have come up with to give me a break from my usual type of assignment, this wasn’t what I’d expected.

      The Corolla Horse Sanctuary was my assignment. My boss believed there was a feel-good story there, and he thought I was the one to bring it home. I snorted at the thought. “Sounds more like a story for Harper Chapman.” She was the reporter who’d originally brought the horse sanctuary to our attention. I didn’t understand why we needed to go deeper than her article in some local gossip paper.

      I rolled the windows down, letting the salty ocean breeze clear my mind.

      I’d done my preliminary research before I left. The wild herd of Corolla horses on the island reserve was the legacy of a Spanish shipwreck in the 1500s. The Spanish ship ran aground on an outcropping of the rocky shores. It was said no man survived the shipwreck, but their mustangs made it to the island, and their presence remained there to this day.

      I adored horses when I was a kid, and the little girl inside me could not wait to see the wild herd running along the sandy beaches of the preserve they called home.

      But how long could it really take to get the money shot? The horses were clearly the story here. I couldn’t imagine it would take more than an afternoon to photograph all there was to see of the sanctuary. Then, I might take a few days off to enjoy the beach and soak up some of that first world tourism.

      “Then, back to work.” I took the exit for Superiore Bay, eager to get this puff piece behind me, prove to my boss I wasn’t broken, and get back to the real work.
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