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Cuban MiG-29: “Targets in sight. Three small airplanes...” 

Havana Control Tower: “Authorized to destroy...”

MiG-29: “We blew his balls off! First shot!”



The sun was high over the Florida Straits on that February morning in 1996. Thick plumes of black smoke streaked the sky over a choppy ocean, where broken and burned debris bobbed in the waves. A Cuban fighter jet had shot down two small Cessnas. Four members of Brothers to the Rescue, a humanitarian organization known for their daring flights to save rafters adrift in the sea, were lost in the attack. But despite the tragedy, a glimmer of hope remained. A third Cessna had mysteriously escaped the carnage. 

The attack sent shockwaves through Washington. Tensions between the U.S. and Cuba were higher than ever, and both countries were in a state of high alert. This was no longer simply a diplomatic stand-off – it was a direct confrontation.

Brothers to the Rescue, which began in 1991 as an air search and rescue operation to aid Cuban refugees, had recently changed its mission. In 1994, as the influx of Cuban migrants decreased, the Brothers to the Rescue resorted to flying their Cessna 337 planes near Havana, scattering propaganda leaflets below. The Cuban government was angry at the provocation, and Fidel Castro warned that any planes trespassing in Cuban airspace would be shot down.

In the weeks that followed, the four lost members of Brothers to the Rescue became martyrs to the Cuban community in South Florida. And while the tragedy of their deaths was great, it was also a reminder of why they had taken to the skies in the first place – to help others flee Fidel Castro’s Cuba, where freedom and justice were increasingly hard to find.

*  *  *
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Inside the Pentagon, Julia Cervera stood in the doorway of the situation room, her dark eyes scanning the flurry of activity within. She was a talented Defense Intelligence Agency analyst, elegant and intelligent, but reserved – her trust was not easily won. Cervera was an expert on her native Cuba, but few people knew she held strong views shaped by leftist professors who fueled her conviction that U.S. policy towards the island nation was nothing short of immoral.

“Julia!” a terse voice called out. “We need you on this.”

“Coming,” she replied, straightening her blazer as she stepped into the room. Her heart raced as she navigated through the throng of analysts and military staff. The air was thick with tension.

“Here’s the latest intel.” A colleague handed her a stack of papers, his gaze never leaving the screens that flickered with maps and data. “The Cubans deny any involvement.”

“Of course they are,” Julia muttered, her mind already sifting through potential scenarios. Her focus sharpened as she ignored all the noise, her thoughts zeroing in on the task at hand. She scanned the papers, her fingers tapping a staccato rhythm. Urgent whispers and terse commands ricocheted off the walls, punctuated by the frenetic tapping of keyboards and the rustle of paper.

“Julia, we need to know what Cuba is saying!” The voice cut through the noise like a knife, and Julia shot back a tight nod.

“Got it,” she replied softly, her brow furrowing. Julia pulled up all the daily reports for the last two weeks and searched for anything that would help interpret this rapidly escalating incident. 

She turned to James Duthler, a Latin America analyst and colleague at the DIA, and asked, “Any official statements from Cuba yet?”

“Just that the planes were in Cuban airspace and failed to respond to three warnings.”

“Is there any radio traffic or radar data to back that up?”

“Yes. Cuba issued a few warnings, but our radars clearly show they were shot down in international waters.” 

“Anything new from the Cubans?” A man shouted at Julia, his face red with frustration.

“Nothing yet, sir.” 

“Keep pressing,” he growled, turning back to the screens in front of him.

Julia’s phone vibrated in her pocket, its low buzz unheard amid the clamor. Her eyes widened as she glanced down at the screen, recognizing the number. Against her better judgment and breaking protocol, she flipped open the cell phone and pressed it to her ear.

“Hello?”

“It’s me,” the voice on the other end whispered urgently. “I have something crucial to tell you, but we need to talk. Meet me at the park.”

“Can this wait?” she hissed, her eyes darting around the room.

“No, it can’t,” the voice replied firmly, leaving no room for argument.

Julia struggled to maintain a neutral expression. “Fine – give me a minute.”

The room seemed to spin as she slipped the phone back into her pocket, shadows and faces blurring together. She closed her eyes for a moment as she steadied herself.

“Julia?” someone called out. “Are you alright?”

“Feeling... a bit ill,” she choked out, forcing a weak smile. “I have to leave.”

Duthler shot her a startled look. “What? Now?”

Although it was clear her sudden departure was causing confusion amongst her colleagues, she couldn’t afford to waste any more time.

“Sorry, I have to go,” said Julia as she pushed away from the table, her legs trembling slightly. As she exited the situation room and rounded a corner, Julia found herself in a deserted corridor with flickering overhead lights. Leaning against the cool metal of a nearby door, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, steeling herself.

Julia pulled into the parking lot of Potomac Park and checked her watch. She had made it from the Pentagon in mere minutes, and as she scanned the lot for signs of life, she noticed a white Honda Civic parked in a far-off corner. He’s already here.

Pulling into the spot to the right of the Honda, Julia rolled down her window. The other driver did the same on his side.

“A little warning would have been nice,” Julia said with a hint of annoyance.

“I didn’t get any warning either,” he replied. “I think someone got a little trigger-happy this time.”

“Idiot,” Julia mumbled under her breath. “These guys don’t realize how fragile things are. This could blow up into something big.”

“Exactly,” he said. “That’s why I wanted to see you. Do everything you can to spin this and make Cuba look like the victim here.”

“Right,” Julia said reluctantly. “Anything else?”

He paused for a moment before responding. “Yeah – there was a third plane that escaped and made it back to Florida.”

“Huh? That was lucky,” Julia remarked sarcastically. 

“Not really. The pilot is one of our guys.” 
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The aroma of Cuban coffee and sweet flan at the little café in the Adams Morgan neighborhood of northwest Washington triggered a tapestry of memories that harked back to her ancestors’ illustrious lives in Cuba. The Cervera name was synonymous with the sugar and rum industries that had made them one of the wealthiest families on the island. Their fortunes were built on the backs of slaves and peasants – an empire that stretched back generations. 

Emilio Cervera, a figure steeped in the sweat and dust of 19th-century Cuba, was a sailor in the Spanish naval fleet defending its Cuban colony in the Spanish-American War. Emilio stayed behind when his country ceded control over the island to the United States in 1898. He began working for one of Cuba’s lucrative sugar plantations and, before long, ascended to foreman, overseeing the largest mill on the island. 

Emilio wasn’t content to be a boss – he wanted to be an owner. With ten years of his savings, Emilio set up his own small mill next to a river that turned a water wheel in motion. Inside the mill house, large horizontal wheels acted upon three rollers of cast iron set closely together so they could draw in and crush the sugarcane to express the juice. Adjoining the mill house, Emilio built a large room with enormous cauldrons to boil the sugarcane juice. Opposite the cauldrons were the coolers – large, square, flat-bottomed wooden trays where the liquid sugar was cooled before being stored in hogsheads. Next door was the distillery, where the dross from the cauldrons was converted into a crude rum known as “kill-devil” in the Caribbean. The humble origin of the Cervera family fortune was rotgut liquor.   

Each generation’s ambition shaped the family business, building a legacy of prosperity. Julia’s father and uncle had taken the reins in an era where their now-refined rum was sipped in the halls of power, and their loyalty to the military dictator Fulgencio Batista was as well known as the sun’s rise over their plantations. But before Fidel Castro posed a serious threat, Julia’s father packed up his family and headed to Miami.

Julia grew up sheltered from the harsh realities of life in Cuba. It wasn’t until she accepted a place at Georgetown University that her eyes were opened to the darker side of family history. 

Julia sipped her coffee and let her thoughts drift back to those college days when life seemed so much simpler.

*  *  *
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Chiqui Cordon, the daughter of an exiled Guatemalan politician, leaned in close to Julia during a lecture on Latin American history at Georgetown University. “Did you know,” she whispered, “that the U.S. helped overthrow our President Arbenz in ‘54? Replaced him with a right-wing regime?”

Julia’s pulse raced as she thought about what her friend said. Her studies of Latin American history and her country’s backing of oppressive regimes made her realize she could no longer turn a blind eye to the injustices. Like Chiqui, Julia had been born into privilege, yet she felt an intense connection to the poor and oppressed. The inhumanity of it all weighed heavily on her conscience.

“Absolutely unforgivable,” Julia whispered back.

“Miss Cervera,” Professor Luis Cabrales called out, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “perhaps you’d like to share your thoughts on the topic?”

Cabrales, a short, balding man with a thick mustache, was an intellectual from Cuba, forced to flee Castro’s regime when threatened with imprisonment for his writings. He and Julia often clashed over their differing views on U.S.-Cuba relations.

“Actually, Professor,” Julia replied, her voice steady, “I find it hard to reconcile the U.S.’s claim to support democracy while it systematically undermines leftist leaders throughout Latin America.”

Her classmates murmured, some nodding in agreement, others exchanging wary glances. Julia felt their gazes but refused to shrink from the challenge.

“Perhaps you should consider,” Cabrales countered, his eyes narrowing, “that not all leftist leaders are as benevolent as you seem to believe.”

Inwardly, Julia bristled at the condescending tone, but outwardly, she remained composed. She knew of many cases in which democracy had been sacrificed to satisfy U.S. interests and made a point of saying so. 

“And yet,” she said evenly, “no matter how well-intentioned a leader is or what their economic system may be, the U.S. will always undermine them if it does not align with its own agenda.”

The classroom was silent as her words hung in the air. Cabrales seemed about to respond, but then decided against it and merely nodded dismissively at Julia, who couldn’t help but think of her professor’s veiled warning about Castro.

As she walked away from the lecture hall later, her mind buzzed with thoughts about what she was learning in college. What should she do? What could she do?
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The low drone of hushed voices and footsteps resonated through the expansive Pentagon halls. The sharp clack of Lieutenant Antonio Marin’s shoes on the floor added an air of authority to his confident stride, as whispers followed in his wake. A charming and ambitious Navy political affairs officer, Antonio’s reputation preceded him – a flamboyant Lothario who had swept more than one woman off her feet along these very corridors.

“Morning, Lieutenant,” greeted an admiring female ensign, blushing as Antonio flashed her a roguish smile.

“Good morning, Ensign,” he replied smoothly, his dark eyes lingering on her for just a moment too long before continuing on his way.

His commanding officers had warned him about his flirtatious reputation, but the reprimands never made it into Antonio’s official fitness reports. They couldn’t afford to lose such a talented officer, particularly one with a flair for foreign languages.

Yet, beneath the confident exterior, Antonio harbored a deep-rooted hunger for success that could be traced back to his childhood in Ybor City, Florida. The once-thriving cigar business established by his great-grandfather in 1896 had dwindled into obscurity, succumbing to family mismanagement and fierce competition from abroad.

“Hey, Antonio!” called out a friendly voice, jerking Antonio from his memories. He turned to see a fellow officer approaching, hand extended in greeting. “How’s life treating you?”

“Can’t complain, Mike,” Antonio replied, shaking the man’s hand firmly. “Just another day at the office.”

“Indeed,” Mike chuckled knowingly, his eyes flicking toward the gaggle of women watching Antonio from down the hall. “Well, don’t let me keep you from your duties, Lieutenant.”

“Thanks, Mike. You take care now,” Antonio said, giving him a pat on the shoulder.

As he resumed his walk through the busy Pentagon corridors, Antonio’s mind drifted back to the streets of Ybor City. He could almost smell the rich scent of tobacco and hear the laughter of the rollers at the E. Marin Cigar Company. It was a world away from the environment he now inhabited, but those memories fueled his ambition – the desperate need to rise above his family’s failures and make something of himself.

He was willing to take risks and face consequences, even at the expense of others. But as he climbed higher, his arrogance threatened to bring him down more than once. Ybor City, once a symbol of his roots, now held a darker significance as he sacrificed morals for ambition. Antonio’s pursuit of success had become all-consuming.

*  *  *
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The weight of the family’s crumbling finances pressed down on Antonio, as he watched his mother silently count out a few crumpled dollars to press in his hands. Her hands shook slightly, her once-pristine nails now chipped and worn.

“Antonio,” his father said one evening after dinner, “you’re a smart boy. You shouldn’t stay here in Ybor City forever. There’s no future for you in the cigar business.” His voice was heavy with regret.

“I know, Papa,” Antonio replied, clenching his jaw. He had spent many nights lying awake, brainstorming ways to escape the place that threatened to strangle his dreams.

“Join the Navy,” his father suggested, his eyes distant. “It’s your ticket out of here.”

“Is it because you think I want to serve the country?” Antonio asked, his tone guarded.

“No, son,” his father admitted. “It’s practical. They’ll pay for your education, and maybe you can make something more of yourself than I did.”

“I’ll think about it, Papa,” Antonio agreed. Was he really cut out for this? Would he be able to excel in such a regimented environment? And what about his family? Leaving them behind would be a hard choice, but in his heart, he knew it was necessary.

*  *  *
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“Congratulations, Marin,” the gruff voice barked over the phone. “You’ve been selected for Officer Candidate School in Newport.”

“Thank you, sir,” Antonio responded, barely able to contain his excitement. OCS was the fast track to success.

“Study hard,” the voice warned. “It ain’t no walk in the park.”

“I understand, sir,” Antonio assured him, already wondering whether he could coast through the program just like he had done in high school.

As Antonio navigated the rigorous course of study at OCS, he quickly realized that he had an uncanny ability to retain information with one read, no matter what the subject – naval history, engineering, weapons, navigation or military law. He played the part of a dedicated officer-in-training, but deep down, what motivated Antonio was the prospect of a comfortable life, not patriotism or duty.

“Marin,” his roommate said out one night while they pored over textbooks. “How come you never push for the top spot? You’re smart enough.”

“Nah, draws too much attention,” Antonio replied. “As long as I pass, that’s all I need.”

“I dunno, man,” his roommate muttered, shaking his head in disbelief.

Antonio kept his goals close to his chest. His drive wasn’t about honor or service – it was about money and power. The Navy was merely a stepping-stone to getting there.

*  *  *
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The rhythmic hum of the USS John F. Kennedy aircraft carrier’s engines vibrated through Antonio as he stood on deck, staring out over the Caribbean. Antonio felt a renewed sense of purpose on this tour. They were bound for Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. His ancestors had come from Santiago, Cuba’s second city, just fifty miles away. While the Kennedy’s sailors would be restricted to Guantanamo Bay Naval Base, he hoped for a chance to explore his roots.

“Marin, get your head out of the clouds!” barked the officer, snapping Antonio from his reverie. 

“Of course, sir,” Antonio replied, forcing himself to focus on the task at hand.

But Antonio’s thoughts kept drifting back to his Cuban heritage. He spent his free hours polishing his Cuban accent and practicing with the handful of Spanish-speaking sailors on board.

“It’s beautiful!” Antonio muttered under his breath as Guantanamo Bay came into view. The bright blue water sparkled in the sunlight, highlighting the lush greenery of the surrounding hills. The salty sea air mixed with the scent of tropical vegetation.

“Huh?” asked a sailor.

“Nothing,” Antonio replied.
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Antonio couldn’t resist the temptation any longer. The opportunity to explore Cuba was too great to pass up, even if it meant breaking the rules. He had sneaked off bases before, but never on foreign soil. Using his knowledge of Guantanamo’s security protocols, Antonio slipped past the guards undetected. He made his way through the dense tropical forest that surrounded the base and stepped carefully onto the road to the town of Guantanamo, nine miles away. The road was dark and empty, so Antonio began walking.

Antonio heard a loud rumble approaching from behind. Turning to look, he saw a man on a motorcycle puttering down the road towards him. The man slowed as he reached Antonio, giving him a questioning glance. Antonio hesitated for a moment before deciding. He needed to get to town quickly, and this was his best opportunity. He took a deep breath and stepped towards the motorcycle. The driver raised an eyebrow but said nothing as Antonio hopped on.

Antonio held on tightly as they weaved through the streets of the small town. The houses were brightly colored with peeling paint and laundry hanging out to dry. Antonio’s senses were overwhelmed by the sights and sounds around him. The vibrant colors, lively music, and delicious smells coming from food carts on the street seemed to call out to him.

The driver finally came to a stop in front of an old colonial-style building with chipped white paint. Antonio thanked the driver and hopped off. He headed towards the entrance of what appeared to be a local restaurant. The smell of grilled meat wafted out from inside as Antonio entered. He found himself in a bustling dining room filled with locals chatting and laughing over plates piled high with food. Antonio quickly made his way to the counter, where he ordered black beans and rice and a cold Cristal beer.

“Welcome to Cuba,” a sultry voice whispered in his ear as Antonio sipped his beer and waited for his food.

He turned to see a stunning woman with dark, cascading hair and eyes that seemed to hold secrets. “Belinda de la Cruz,” she introduced herself, her lips curving into a knowing smile.

“Antonio,” he replied, captivated by her presence.

“What brings you to Guantanamo?” she asked, leaning in closer.

“Just visiting,” he said cryptically, not wanting to reveal too much. 

“From the States?”

“Huh? Why do you say that?”

“Your clothes, gringo,” she whispered.

The vibrant colors and bustling atmosphere around him seemed to fade as Antonio glanced at his new blue jeans and New Balance running shoes. His face burned with embarrassment as he wondered if everyone was looking at him, feeling out of place with his obviously American clothing.

“Don’t worry,” Belinda said. “They just think you’re well-connected with the government. May I join you?”

Antonio nodded and wondered if he had made a terrible mistake.

Belinda sat on the stool next to Antonio and signaled the bartender for another beer. “Your Spanish is excellent. Why?”

Antonio took a sip of his beer and cleared his throat before answering Belinda’s question. “I was born and raised in Ybor City – it’s next to Tampa. My family came from Cuba long ago and we always speak Spanish at home. And everyone in the family cigar business – what’s left of it – is Cuban. I used to work there in the summers.”

As Antonio described the vibrant culture of Ybor City and the powerful sense of community he had grown up with, he found himself opening up to Belinda more than he expected. Belinda listened intently, hanging onto every word with a soft smile on her lips. As they talked, Antonio found it increasingly difficult to keep his eyes off Belinda. Her subtle body language inflamed his passions, and he couldn’t help imagine what it would be like to kiss her full lips or run his fingers through her dark hair. The way she leaned in close when she spoke or placed a hand on his arm when she laughed made it impossible for him to keep his thoughts on the conversation.

“I better go,” said Antonio, glancing at his watch. “Can I see you again?”

“I would like that very much. I’m staying at my grandmother’s house while she is away. Come tomorrow night at nine.” Belinda scribbled an address on a scrap of paper and pressed it into Antonio’s sweaty palm.

The next evening, Antonio nervously made his way to Belinda’s grandmother’s house. He couldn’t believe how easily he had been captivated by a total stranger. But as he walked up the steps to the quaint house, the excitement and anticipation overtook any reservations.

Belinda greeted him at the door with a seductive smile and led him inside. The house was dimly lit and filled with her grandmother’s simple furnishings and fussy knick-knacks.

As they sat on a couch in the living room, Belinda poured them each a glass of rum and leaned in close to Antonio. “You know,” she began, tracing her finger along his jawline, “I’ve never met someone quite like you before.”

Antonio’s heart fluttered at her words. “Why do you say that?”

“You’re not like most Americans I’ve met,” Belinda explained. “You have a deep connection to your Cuban roots, yet you are also open-minded and curious about other cultures.”

Antonio smiled, feeling flattered by her observation. “I guess I’ve always been curious about my heritage and other cultures. Growing up in Ybor City exposed me to a lot of different people.”

Belinda nodded thoughtfully before leaning in for a kiss. As their lips met, Antonio felt himself being pulled further into her spell. They spent the rest of the evening lost in each other’s company – talking, laughing, and making love.

Over several nights, Belinda expertly seduced Antonio, both mentally and physically. She spoke of the Cuba that had been shaped by Fidel Castro’s vision, a place where equality and social responsibility were valued above all else. 

Belinda’s eyes lit up as she spoke about Cuba’s healthcare system. With pride in her voice, she explained how every Cuban citizen had access to free medical care – from routine doctor visits to life-saving procedures. She praised the government for providing such a vital service to its people and described it as one of their greatest achievements.

Belinda shifted her weight nervously, avoiding eye contact as Antonio questioned her about life in Cuba. She carefully chose her words, painting a picture of prosperity and progress under Fidel Castro’s rule. Had he probed deeper, perhaps she would have reluctantly admitted that there was political repression and censorship. Still, no one could deny the successes in education and public safety rights that the people of Cuba had experienced since the revolution began.

As they lay tangled together after another passionate night together, Belinda finally revealed her true identity.

“I want you to know who I really am,” she said, looking into Antonio’s eyes. “I’m with the DGI.”

Antonio’s heart raced as he sat up, feeling a sense of danger wash over him. “What do you mean, the DGI?” he asked.

Belinda’s expression softened as she reached out to touch his cheek. “The Directorate of General Intelligence – Cuba’s intelligence agency,” she explained. “We’re responsible for gathering information and protecting the country from external threats.”

Antonio’s mind was reeling with this new information. He couldn’t believe that the woman he had fallen for was a spy. “And what about us?” he asked, fear creeping into his voice.

Belinda sighed and looked away. “My feelings for you are real.” She paused before continuing. “But I have to do my duty for my country. We want you to work for us.”

Antonio didn’t know what to say or how to feel. Part of him wanted to run away from this danger, but another part felt drawn to Belinda and her world.
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