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Chapter One

Monday, April 26th, 1937

STATIC SCRATCHED THROUGH THE RADIO SPEAKER. And then, despite the background crackling, the listeners could hear a woman’s voice—her words were barely intelligible:

At four o’clock this afternoon, a lone bomber began the bloodiest day of the Spanish Civil War. In a surprise attack on Guernica, the Heinkel 51 hit the town square, the Julian Hotel and the rail station, where a reported 200 people were killed. They were waiting on the platform for the next train. For the past two hours, this small Basque village in the hills of Northern Spain has rocked under six air strikes by Germany’s Condor Legion. I escaped. Many didn’t. 

Of all the bodies I saw—some so mutilated their parts were strewn over jagged craters where buildings once stood—the death of one small boy stands out. I found him on a street littered with children’s bodies. There was no visible injury to show how he died. He just lay there, as if he were asleep, clutching his fishing pole. 

Tonight, Guernica still burns. Churches, convents and monasteries abide here, not military targets, yet the most sacred symbol in Guernica—the Monastery of Augustine Fathers—lies in ruin. What does this Condor attack mean? Some observers believe that the Basques, an especially willful and proud people, are General Franco’s test case. The Fascist theory is: if the Basques surrender to these terror tactics, all of Spain will give up, and the rules of war can be rewritten. 

On April 26th, 1937, history will record Guernica suffered the first air attack ever launched against unarmed civilians. But the bombings have not crushed the Basques’ spirit as expected. Instead, a common hatred is uniting the people. Manuel Ortuz, the leader of the Basque resistance fighters, says this hatred is forging an iron will among the Basques to keep fighting or to die fighting but never to give up to the Fascists. As he tells it, “Nobody but God can deprive us of freedom and the right to our homeland.”
The rules of war are being rewritten, but not by the Fascists alone...I’m Marla Franklin reporting ON THE SPOT for the London Times.

Three men huddled around the fireplace in the host’s library. They sat with their attention glued to the radio as the regular news program resumed broadcasting and listened in grim silence to one analyst after another assessing the Luftwaffe’s bombing of Guernica. Finally, in disgust, Sir Isaac Malcolm rose from his seat and switched off the radio. A big Scotsman, he unconsciously licked the shaggy tips of the red bush drooping over his upper lip before speaking. “The fools still don’t see it. Hitler is testing his total war strategy on the Basques.”

“Surely broadcasts like this Franklin woman’s will make Chamberlain listen to you now, Winston,” said Lord James Rushmore. The softly featured, middle-aged man directed his remark to the paunchy figure hunched down in the Queen Anne chair closest to the fireplace.

Winston Churchill concentrated on the curl of smoke spiraling upwards from the chewed cigar he held in his pudgy hand. “It’s not British people dying. It’s Basques. Until Hitler is at our front door, he won’t change his mind.”

And then he jammed the cigar stub into his mouth and growled: “This woman we’re listening to...do you know her, Rufus?”

Churchill reverted to his code name for the wily Scotsman. Sir Isaac’s droopy moustache reminded him of a cartoon character, a walrus, and in private, Churchill made a game of assigning secret soubriquets to his master spies. 

“Aye, I do.”

Churchill waited for him to explain. When Sir Isaac didn’t say more, he pursed his lips. “The press is a crucial ally in our battle to win public support.” 

“Aye, Winston, we do indeed need the press on our side.” The burly Scotsman recognized Churchill’s mild rebuke and hastily continued. “That’s why, when my people got advance knowledge that Hitler’s strategists had picked Guernica to test his total war strategy, I sent Christopher Tobin to show Miss Franklin some of our secret intelligence. We have photos of a letter from Franco to Hitler asking for Germany’s support and of forged passports that the German Military are using to smuggle troops and the Luftwaffe into Spain as tourists. She reacted as we expected. He promised her, if she went to Guernica, she would get a historic scoop, and she has.”

“Of all the reporters covering Madrid, why choose her?”

“It was Tobin’s decision. He felt hearing a woman describe such horror would intensify the public’s reaction, and I agreed.” 

Lord James’ eyes lit up. “Bloody clever, Isaac! Marla Franklin will turn public sentiment, and by year end, I’ll wager we can make Winston prime minister.”

Churchill shook his head emphatically. “No, James,” he said. “It will take a major reversal to unseat Chamberlain.”

Sir Isaac nodded. “Unfortunately, everything hinges on what Hitler does next. That is what will decide when we can assume the leadership of the country is Churchill’s.”

Lord James accepted Sir Isaac’s assessment over Churchill’s. Had the knighted Scotsman remained a private citizen in Aberdeen, Scotland, he might have been an extraordinary entrepreneur earning fortunes with the same skills he now used to organize their secret project.

Changing the subject, Churchill said, “We have a more pressing matter.” He reached for a box of matches on the side table to relight his dead cigar. His cheeks ballooned with each drag, but the cigar remained unlit. In disgust, he ground the useless stub into the ashtray.

“Einstein says the Third Reich is capable of developing an atomic bomb. All that is holding them back is learning how to moderate the chain reaction once they split the atom. Gentlemen, if Hitler develops an atomic bomb before we do, I fear all free nations are doomed. We must quickly organize to stop him.”

All of a sudden, from another part of the house, piano music distracted Churchill’s attention. He cocked his head and jutted out his chin, listening. “Tschaikovsky’s Concerto in B-Flat Minor.” He frowned. “Do I hear two pianos?”

“Yes, Winston, you do.” 

Churchill’s eyes narrowed, signaling he expected an explanation. 

“Catherine is practicing for the Belvedere Festival in Vienna,” Lord James told him, “and my wife is playing her orchestral accompaniment.”

“Best damned secret you’ve kept from us, James. They’re a talented pair. Isn’t your wife related to the king?”

“Yes, Isabelle is a direct cousin, and a royal princess in her own right, on her father’s side that is.”

“So your daughter is his cousin too.”

“A distant cousin actually.”

“Close enough...close enough.” Churchill repeated as his voice dropped, forcing each man to lean closer. “Just think of the reception Hitler would give a member of the royal family if she were to perform in Berlin.”

Lord James stared in disbelief. Just as he was about to object, Churchill closed his eyes, dismissing further conversation, while the power of the music playing in the background punctuated his unspoken command.
