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From the mountains of El Paso to the shores of Cuba: the true history behind this story.

[image: ]

El Paso, Texas — where the past still stands on every corner.
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PROLOGUE
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El Paso, Texas — Today

I came to El Paso without fully knowing what I was stepping into.

Or perhaps I did know — in that place where blood holds memory without the need for words. Because there are cities that belong to you before you know them, streets your feet recognize though they have never walked them, and a river that separates two countries but cannot separate what destiny has joined.

I carry in my name the history of two men who met in the worst possible moment — the night the world exploded beneath their feet — and who, without knowing it, planted the seeds of everything that would come after. Two families separated by an ocean of years and secrets, which destiny insisted on reuniting. And the meeting point, in the end, was always the same: El Paso.

My family never wanted me to return here. They said it as warning, as plea, as the affectionate curse of those who know that certain places collect what they are owed. But here I am, living on the same border where my great-grandparents loved, suffered, and fled. Repeating, without meaning to, the steps of those who came before me.

This book is not merely a family story. It is the story of men and women who lived as ghosts — invisible to official records, absent from history books — but who existed with an intensity that time has not been able to erase. They survived explosions, crossings, persecutions, racism, wars, and state secrets. They loved, built, lost, and began again. And they did it in silence, because silence was the only thing that kept them alive.

I do not yet fully know why destiny brought me here.

But I am beginning to understand.
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The USS Maine, Havana Harbor, 1898.
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Chapter 1
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Havana, Cuba — February 15, 1898

The cold of February in Havana surprises those who do not know it. It is not the dry cold of Texas — it is a damp freshness that arrives from the sea, that slips through clothing with deceptive softness and that on the nights of the Malecón becomes a constant, almost insistent breeze, as if the Caribbean were reminding everyone that it too has winter in its own way.

Thomas Stout had been learning that cold for weeks aboard the USS Maine. The nights on deck were longer than he had imagined — the clear February sky above Havana was generous with stars, and the bay below reflected the lanterns of the Malecón with that clarity that only clean waters possess. From the bow, fish could be seen moving near the surface, and gulls that made no distinction between day and night when the port was lit.

Thomas Stout was not a man who stayed still.

He had been aboard for weeks with a restlessness he could not quite name. He was a soldier of the Ninth Cavalry Regiment — one of the Buffalo Soldiers, as they were called — and he had learned from a young age that a Black man in the blue uniform of the United States had to earn twice the respect that any Anglo-Saxon received for free. He had learned it in Texas, in the harshness of the frontier, in the years following the Salt War of San Elizario, where he and his men had done their duty while others fled and then blamed them for having seen. He knew the bitter taste of loyalty poorly repaid.
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Sailors aboard a U.S. Navy vessel, 1898.

That night, something troubled him more than usual.

He had spent the afternoon polishing his boots without need of polishing, rolling and unrolling the same leather strap, watching the clear water of the port as if waiting for the water to tell him something. The other men played cards on the lower deck. Voices rose muffled — laughter, a complaint, the sound of chips on wood. Thomas had no mind for that.

Perhaps it was the words he had overheard — fragments of conversation between officers, low voices in a cabin that was not as closed as they believed. Words he should not have heard. Words that, once heard, could not be unheard.

He went looking for Ernie Brown.

He found him at the bow, watching the lights of the port as one watches a foreign country from a distance, though both had been anchored there for weeks. The clean bay of Havana reflected the lanterns of the Malecón in trembling lines of orange and gold on the transparent water. From somewhere in the city came music — a distant guaracha, interrupted by the sea breeze, that sounded as if it belonged to another world. Ernie was like that — capable of finding distance where there was none, of seeing horizon where others only saw wall.

— We need to get off the ship — Thomas told him, without preamble.

Ernie looked at him. He did not ask why. Men who have survived things together learn to read the tone of a voice before the words.

— When? — he said only.

— Now.

The excuse was simple — a minor errand that could justify a small boat moving away from the Maine in the cool darkness of the port. No one stopped them. No one looked twice. Thomas took the oars with hands that had known that motion since childhood, since the rivers of Texas, and they began to pull away in silence.

The water was clear even at night. The oars barely made a sound.

They were rowing when the sky over Havana split in two.

The explosion hit them like a giant hand — a heat wave, a sound that was not sound but the total absence of sound for one eternal instant, and then the thunder that followed, rolling over the water like a rumble that would never end. Thomas gripped the oars. Ernie grabbed the edge of the boat. The shock wave arrived as a burst of hot air that contrasted brutally with the freshness of the night. Both looked back.

The USS Maine was burning.

Neither of them spoke for a long time. The fire spoke for them — columns of flames painting the port orange and black, and the sound of metal twisting like something alive that screams, and the cries coming from the water, and the lights of the port turning on one
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