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Chapter 1


Messolonghi, Greece, December 1823

The rain and wind had battered the western coast of Greece for days. Captain Philip Kalivas directed his ragtag irregulars and townspeople to reinforce a mud wall to help fortify the town of Messolonghi. A sixteen-foot-wide moat, only six feet deep, provided the sole additional buttress against the Ottoman Turks, camped only a short distance on the other side. 

“Captain Kalivas! Have you heard?” Philip’s First Sergeant, Galenus, sloshed through the sludge and staggered into Philip’s shoulder.

“Heard what?” Philip didn’t look up but remained hunched over, showing a soldier how to push brush into the mud structure to strengthen it for defense. The sergeant waited. 

“Well, what? Spit it out, Galenus.” Philip then stood, giving his full attention. Newly appointed captain and youngest officer at that, he struggled to set the right tone in his new role.

“Sir, they say five of our officers have deserted us and gone over to the Turks. We’re doomed. That last part’s my opinion, sir.”

Philip opened his mouth, about to let loose a string of curses, but stopped. Instead, he confidently said, “We’ll deal with that later. Now, go gather some more brush for us.” 

When Sergeant Galenus trudged off to carry out the duty, Philip commanded the men, “Don’t just stand there. Get back to work. This has to be finished before dark. We’re not doomed, though stressed to the limit by Galenus’ report. He knew they needed to be strong and ready for battle. He reminded them, “Let’s not forget our greater goal of fighting for our independence from these Ottoman occupiers and regaining the glory of ancient Greece.”

The men nodded and returned to work.

Philip needed to keep up morale, even though frustration after frustration piled up. And where was Lord Byron, the British self-appointed savior of Greece? Over a week ago, Alexandros Mavrocordatos, commander in chief of this Western Division, received word that Lord Byron had persuaded the English Parliament to donate funds to their cause and would be on his way with more men and supplies.

Byron had made it as far as the Ionian Islands where, according to Mavrocordatos, he’d refitted an entire fleet of Greek ships and would provide food and necessities to Greek refugees on the western islands. 

The militant poet was supposed to be headed to Messolonghi with supplies and should arrive before Christmas Eve — which was tomorrow. How, Philip wondered, can Byron get ships past the Turkish embargo in the Gulf of Patras? And now this — some of our men deserters! The burdens of war weighed heavily on his shoulders.

The wind picked up, and raindrops turned to ice pellets, stinging his skin. Winters in Greece rarely turned so harsh. The crew assigned to Philip’s section of the wall worked rapidly in silence. 

Philip closed his eyes, imagining warm sun on his bare arms. With the scent of Zoe beside him on the beach, she would be laughing and sliding her hand down the inside of his arm. 

Galenus returned with a large bundle of thin branches and laid them down in silence with a quick glance at his captain. Philip snapped back to the present and acknowledged him with a nod. Icy water dripped from his helmet into his collar. 

He assumed the traitorous officers were Albanians; they’d probably been offered an inducement. Most Albanians wanted the country to be rid of the Ottoman oppressors but didn’t share the goal of restoring the glory of the ancient Greek civilization. 

And now! Omer Vrioni, the leader of the enemy troops, lurked in the forest with his 8,000 troops. An Albanian, no less. And only 2,000 of us against them. We’ve got to be smarter. 

***

The rain slowed just as darkness fell. Philip hoped the fortifications would hold. “Good job, citizens,” he called out to his crew. “Go home to your families but stay alert. Soldiers, back to your quarters. Each of you will take a turn serving as one of the night guards. Dismissed.”

Despite his muscular strength, Philip wearily dragged himself to the Municipal Building, where the officers lodged. Commander Mavrocordatos — or Mavro as his officers referred to him — met him at the door, a worried frown on his forehead. “Captain Kalivas, clean up quickly. We’ve got to invent a new strategy, and we can’t start planning until your keen mind is there.” 

A heavyset man in his mid-thirties, the commander was clean-shaven but with a thick and dark upturned mustache, well educated — and knew how to manipulate people. He served in the dual role of commander in chief of Western Greece and president of the Executive Committee in the emerging nation’s projected government.

“Yes, Commander.” Philip followed a peasant woman to a small room where he could change. He set his helmet on a shelf and peeled off his wet clothing, handing them to the woman — too tired to be concerned about embarrassment. She placed the rain-soaked garments with other clothes in a tub of murky water. After pouring warm water into a basin for him, she left. He washed the mud from his body and dried himself with the only available towel, moist and obviously used. 

From several sets of clean clothing stacked on a chair, he selected something to put on. The town’s leaders had turned this building over to them for their military headquarters. People willingly quartered the soldiers in their homes, but most families were unable to provide all their needs for a lengthy stay. Soldiers hadn’t received pay or rations in weeks. Where was Lord Byron with his promise to pay them out of his own funds? 

A pair of boots he found in the corner proved too small. He knew someone would clean the muddy ones he’d been wearing and set them by the fireplace in the big room. Few Greeks, even officers, had actual uniforms, just tokens like his helmet and cloak.

While dressing, he reminded himself of why he’d given up his adventurous life on his father’s merchant ship to fight against the Ottoman occupation of Greece. Attempts at gaining their independence from invaders had failed numerous times over the centuries, but Sultan Mahmud’s inhumane treatment of his subjects and poor governance had become intolerable. 

Captain Philip Kalivas stood straight, grabbed his musket, and marched out to the meeting in his stockings. 

He joined Commander Mavro and about a dozen of the leaders around a large conference table formerly used by the Ottoman governing body. Standing behind the only vacant chair, he saluted the commander before sitting down, the welcome warmth of a fireplace at his back.

“You know by now about the traitorous officers — all Albanians,” the commander began and named the five deserters. General Tzavelas, leader of a large group of soldiers of Albanian descent, shifted uncomfortably in his chair and straightened at the implied insult. This particular ethnic group had been fighting Ottoman oppression and winning long before the Greeks revolted.

Commander Mavro twirled one end of his dark mustache and continued. “We do have some good news. A village fisherman has told me that the Greek regiments of two neighboring towns have assembled at the rear of the Turkish camp. Before joining us, they attacked and plundered the Turkish convoys. Omer Vrioni is now more vulnerable. I think we should cut off negotiations with him. The people’s stock of supplies cannot sustain us much longer, but provisions will be even scarcer this winter in the Ottoman camp. Therefore, I say we declare that the battle is on. What say you?”

“Aye, aye,” came from most of the men.

“Commander Mavro, if I may, sir,” Captain Mandras of Company Beta said, “Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. The townspeople have been so unselfish, denying themselves to provide for us, that I think we should allow them their day to go to church. Once the battle begins, many will no doubt lose their lives or the lives of their loved ones. They will want to pray before cannon fire begins. Perhaps we should continue to negotiate — though falsely — one more day.”

“Yes, I agree,” an officer said.

“The Eve of the Nativity will mean nothing to our enemy. I say the people deserve their day,” agreed another.

“Surely the Muslims won’t consider that,” another pointed out.

“Captain Kalivas, your opinion?” Commander Mavro asked.

Philip drew a deep breath, thinking rapidly. “Even if his Muslim troops aren’t aware, General Vrioni will certainly know it’s our custom to attend worship services the day before, as well as the day of, Christmas. They would readily take advantage of our pause to worship. The priest can still have the bells rung as a ruse. Church leaders can spread the word. The people will understand,” Philip said, measuring his words.

All were listening. Some nodded, but a few frowned.

Facing his superior, Philip continued, “I agree with Commander Mavro that we shouldn’t wait. Since we’ve heard nothing more from Lord Byron, it looks like we’re on our own with whatever we have. The mud wall will at least slow them. We’re still outnumbered and outgunned, even with two new regiments joining us. Yet we must appear stronger than we are. I say send a messenger to their General early tomorrow morning, stating there is nothing more to negotiate. The battle is inevitable. Declaring first puts us in a stronger position.”

As words of agreement spread around the room, the commander’s face lit up. “Right.” And then Philip stroked the two-day stubble on his usually smooth chin. “I think, in addition, we should challenge Vrioni by adding that if he really wishes to become master of Messolonghi, he should roar over here and try to take it!”

The exhausted officers, who’d had a tense and strenuous day, showed their approval with restrained laughter. The commander leaned forward to hear a strategy.

Philip had been mulling over the situation since Sergeant Galenus told him about the traitors. He worried that more of the soldiers might join them, but the group of officers here seemed loyal. “I believe, Commander, that the Turks will interpret this message as reckless bravado on our part. They’ll become overconfident and expect an easy win. If we prepare for battle but in some disarray and appear to be few in number, they will assume we are quite defenseless.”

Philip sat back to see if he had gone too far. The assembly remained attentive, waiting for the rest of the plan. 

He straightened his spine and continued. “We can set our fourteen howitzers on the ramparts in a disorganized fashion. Post soldiers by the ramparts and strategically conceal our numbers by hiding our reserves in houses. When the battle breaks out, the reserves will emerge with their weapons in surprise. But I suggest, sir, that we not fire a shot until they are nearly upon us.”

“By all the saints in heaven, it might work!” Mavro declared, pounding his fist on the table.

Philip relaxed. His strategy had been accepted.

***

Christmas Eve, the Greek soldiers hunkered down and waited in the still darkness. Fewer than two hundred troops stood guard, giving the appearance of being ill-prepared, as well as few in number. Philip stationed himself and his company next to those manning the howitzers. He’d not given in to sleep even with an alert guard beside him. After midnight, the wind ceased, and the rain moved on. Weary, Philip had difficulty staying focused.

As he tried to force his thoughts back to his planned strategy, the lovely face of his fiancée distracted him from the anticipated battle scenes. He recalled how she’d appeared at their goodbye in Nafplio — her long dark curls pulled back and tied with a red ribbon. Zoe looked into his eyes, smiled, and lowered her long lashes. He embraced her and felt her lips on his — and then shook away the image. Thinking of a beloved at a time like this could be dangerous. Discipline must guide his thoughts as well as each movement.

He concentrated on the energy he felt from the commander’s full acceptance of his plan. Yet, he gave in to apprehension about the outcome — so much could go wrong. As the eastern sky began to show a hint of predawn light, his ears caught the distant thud of horses’ hooves. He sat up, pulling his woolen cloak tight about his shoulders. Another sound — the distinct creak of wagon wheels. They were positioning their cannons. 

Shadowy shapes became visible, creeping toward the shallow lagoon, preparing their surprise attack on the town. Philip watched as the figures bogged down in the slimy clay bottom, some sliding under water before making a sloshing exit, others splashing and sinking. He spied one division make it across and attempt to scale the wall on the eastern flank. But the commander’s final orders — orders based on Philip’s own suggestions — were to hold fire until the first strike from the Ottomans. How long can we wait?

Thud. Followed by a loud explosion!

An incoming cannon ball streaked over Philip’s head. “Fire!” he yelled. 

His men sprang into action. 

The gunmen discharged their howitzers. Every man joined the barrage with whatever weapon he possessed. 

Slipping through the ranks, Philip shouted orders and repositioned some of the men as fighting raged. Ear-piercing blasts reverberated around them. The stench of gunpowder hung in the air, leaving a bitter taste on Philip’s lips and burning his nostrils. He squinted to lessen the blinding flashes of fire. Screams of pain from friend and foe alike mingled in the chaos. 

The reserves remained cloistered in homes or fired from windows. After hours of battle, the enemy fell back. The Greeks conserved their firepower and waited.

Perhaps assuming the Greeks were out of ammunition, the Turks launched a second assault, cautiously approaching in columns with their muskets. The Greek reserves then roared out of hiding and poured hellfire into the Ottoman ranks. 

The enemy fled, leaving in their wake an array of writhing wounded among the dead.

***

Later that morning — Christmas Day — Philip and his friend Captain Mandras walked through silent streets, assessing the damage. They discovered that the houses of Messolonghi were too low to receive more than a few direct hits from cannon balls flying over the wall. The enemy shells often sank harmlessly in the mud of unpaved streets.

As they headed toward the Municipal Building, Mandras slapped Philip’s back. “They floundered, and we won. Good plan, Philip.”

Philip could feel the heat rising to his face. Such direct compliments made him feel uncomfortable. Although he’d grown up with frequent praise for his accomplishments, he’d never learned an easy response. “Have you heard how many we lost?”

“The sergeants have already done the counting. Here comes your first sergeant now.”

When Sergeant Galenus caught up with them, he said, “Captains, you will want to know. We believe the enemy has lost over three hundred men, many drowned in the lagoon.”

“That should set them back a bit,” said Philip, placing his hand on Galenus’ shoulder. “And on our side, sergeant?” 

“No more than nine, sir, that we know of. Seven soldiers, a boatman, and one townsman. Several more wounded. Mavro ordered an area of the courthouse cordoned off to serve as a clinic. We’ve taken our injured there and, also, around twenty or so of theirs who might survive. It’s hard to tell Greeks from Turks at first. But we’ll fix them up and, as it becomes clear who’s who, mark them as prisoners for questioning.” 

“Good. We already have a doctor and some women from the town who can manage the care. The ratio of causalities is more than acceptable, though I grieve the loss of even one of our courageous soldiers or civilians. Thank you, Galenus, for your skillful maneuvering. I saw you take risks.” Philip spoke matter-of-factly to his sergeant, though his stomach remained tight from the horror he’d witnessed the night before. 

Zoe sees the same horror we do on the battlefield while she cares for the wounded in their home in Nafplio. What a brave young woman! Prompted by this thought, Philip said, “I think I’ll spend some time at our clinic later this afternoon. Either of you wish to join me?”

“I won’t be very useful, but I’ll go along.” Captain Mandras seemed willing but reluctant.

“I’m in. They just need a kind word or someone to notify a loved one, you know, in case....” Galenus said, leaving his sentence unfinished. “There’s another bit of news. Those deserting officers showed up at some point, fighting again on our side. I hear Mavro plans to let them off with only a reprimand. They’re young and inexperienced, and he needs them.”

Philip thought they deserved a more severe punishment. Loyalty should be demanded above all else.

At the chiming of church bells, all three men stopped and listened. “Sounds like they’re having the Christmas Day service now that the battle’s been won,” Mandras said. Following a pause, he added, “Perhaps, Captain, we could join the townspeople at the church and offer our thanksgiving?”

Philip hesitated. He hadn’t attended a church service since Zoe’s family had left Hydra a couple of years ago. Well, except for one time after he and Zoe became engaged at the Agia Sophia church in Nafplio. But he had to admit that in the heat of battle, he’d called out a ragged prayer or two. “Yes, of course, Mandras. That would be good.”

 




Chapter 2


A low groan came from the adjoining room. Zoe Mikos drew in her breath and stood immobile at the wood stove for several seconds. I hope it’s not coming from Iscos. His wound appeared better yesterday. 

A new patient’s foot twitched beneath the covers, then he lay still. The moans stopped. Father would have tended him last night. I can check when I bring breakfast. Each morning she dreaded that moment of stepping into the makeshift clinic in their home, never knowing what awaited her. Father would explain this one’s needs to her before he left. Covering her nose to block the ever-present odors of illness and medicine, she closed the curtain.

Back in the kitchen, the water on the stove had started to boil. She dipped a scoop into a sack of cracked grain and emptied it into the copper pot. “We have another patient,” she told her younger sister, who sat at the table, ripping strips of muslin for bandages. 

Lyrica looked up and nodded. “Does he need attention?” She put down her work and started to get up.

“Wait. I think I hear Father coming down the stairs. He’ll tell us.” 

When Dr. Mikos entered the kitchen, he greeted each daughter with a one-arm hug around the shoulders and a peck on the cheek. “A Turk’s in there,” he said, the words muffled behind his hand to prevent the patients from hearing. He headed toward the outer door glancing back at Zoe and then Lyrica.

A Turk? Zoe’s stomach knotted at the word.

“Even those who brought him here last night didn’t know they’d picked up an Ottoman Turk until they got him in here. No uniform or fez. How were we to know?” 

“But, Father, isn’t it dangerous to have an enemy under our roof?” Zoe frowned, her anxiety rising at this new challenge. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Surely, they would have noticed his features. Didn’t he speak Turkish? Or even Greek with an accent?”

“He had no weapon, and with that wound, he’s incapable of giving you any trouble.” Her father turned to leave and placed his hand on the door latch. Then stopped and faced his daughters. “I’m running late. Shouldn’t have gone back to sleep after taking the bullet out. The two men who brought him were not even soldiers and gave little information. Someone shot him, but maybe there wasn’t even a battle. I haven’t heard of any skirmishes lately in Nafplio. I don’t know where they picked him up.” He shook his head and offered a quick smile of encouragement. “Tend and feed him as you would our own men and the allies,” he said before a quick exit that let in a blast of December chill.

Zoe shivered and bit her lip while stirring the grain a bit faster. Like her father, she’d grown up resenting the Ottoman Turks who occupied the land of Greece. Everyone knew the famous quote of their ruler, Sultan Mahmud: “Cruelty is the most effectual instrument for governing.” She’d heard the stories of how he’d killed or tortured those who disagreed with him. Like most nineteenth-century Greeks, she felt it was about time for Greece to again belong to its people and be the most envied civilization in the world. 

When their father emerged from the stable, the sisters watched him ride his donkey toward the improvised hospital, a short distance up Palamidi hill. Beyond the hospital, the mountain loomed above the coastal town of Nafplio. At its summit, the castle and fortress stretched more than half a mile across the top, providing protection for the town.

Gazing up at the Palamidi, Zoe recalled Father moving their family here from Hydra Island to give medical care to patriots wounded in the ongoing war for independence against the occupying Turks. This house had been in their family for generations — rented out more recently to a Russian family until they’d fled from the siege. However, this was the first time she and her sister had lived here.

When Dr. Mikos disappeared behind a bluff, they both returned to their work.

“Wish Mother was still with us,” Zoe said, returning to the stove. “Do we have enough bandages for this morning? You know, with the addition of this Turk.” She mouthed the last word.

“There’s plenty. It’s possible this fellow might even be a decent Turk!” Lyrica whispered in her ear, swishing her long cotton skirt for emphasis on her way back to her duties. “Of course, we have to. He’s here. Father took an oath to care for anybody who comes to him.”

Zoe’s shoulders slumped. “And, as Father always says, we must respect the oath too.” Although Lyrica hated the harsh Ottoman government like Zoe did, her attitude didn’t extend to Turks in general. 

Lyrica chuckled. “You go feed Iscos, and I can take care of the others. And if the Turk is handsome....” She raised her eyebrows and grinned. “Oh, never mind.”

“All right.” Zoe set the warm pot on the tray and added small bowls, spoons, and a jar of water. But then she remembered this was the day to do laundry. “Wait, Lyrica. Remember, it’s your turn to start the clothes soaking.”

Lyrica pressed her lips together as if trying to recall. “I guess you’re right, so I’ll get started on that instead. I don’t really like to be first to meet the new arrivals any more than you do, and you said someone moaned a while ago. Could’ve been the new one.”

Zoe had ignored Lyrica’s bait to argue about their differing attitudes toward the Turks, as they often did. Fearing her fifteen-year-old sister might gullibly take an interest in this enemy, she could now evaluate him first. She headed toward where the wounded lay — the family’s used-to-be parlor. The wide archway to that room was blocked off from the kitchen and dining area by a sideboard and curtain. Less-critical patients came here when the small hospital filled up. Pausing at the entrance, Zoe closed her eyes and hoped Iscos would be much better this morning.

She pushed aside the curtain with her shoulder, stepped forward, and felt guilty at the next thought that arose: With any luck, the Turk would be dead.

Unpacked crates, along with meager supplies for the wounded, still lined the walls of the clinic room. She set the tray on a low table, stepped over bundles, and pulled open a window drape to let in the predawn light. The enemy soldier’s spiked, black hair stuck up over the blanket he had pulled to his ears. The sounds definitely had come from him. Low groans now intermingled with his snores — definitely alive. 

Iscos made no sound. Assuming all were asleep, Zoe stared out the window at the dawning of another gray day and allowed her mind to wander. A lone soldier had brought Iscos here a few nights earlier from Tripolitsa. The man had been in a hurry and left immediately. All Father could tell her the next morning was that he gave his name as Juris and then had mumbled something that included the word “hero.” Father had removed a bullet from Iscos’ thigh and given him the only proper bed. The three others lay in a row of narrow cots. She’d been confident that the wound would heal quickly and that his older brother Philip, her fiancé, remained safe. Iscos had assured her about Philip, even while still dazed.

Two years had passed since Dr. Mikos had moved his family from the island of Hydra to Nafplio on the mainland’s southern coast. After establishing the hospital, the increase in wounded forced him to create an extended clinic in their home. But Mother had been in charge then, teaching her daughters — then fifteen and thirteen — the necessary skills.

In her reverie, she nearly missed Iscos’ low whisper. “Zo-ee....”

Gathering her skirts to one side, she sat on a low stool beside him. “Here I am, Iscos,” she said, cheer in her voice. She took his hand and pressed it against her cheek. Warm but not overly hot. “Oh, Iscos. No fever. Just as Father told me, you’re going to be well in no time. He says you can soon move upstairs to a guest room. After all, you’re a family friend.” 

He squeezed her hand and let it go with a nod and warm smile. “That’s kind, but as soon as I can walk, I’ve got to get back to Tripolitsa. They need me to help hold the town now that it’s in our hands.” He grimaced. 

She noticed him repositioning his leg under the covers with both hands. “The wound’s hurting, isn’t it? Did Father change the bandage last night?” 

“Yes, but…”

“I’ll bring you some tea.”

“I’m all right, Zoe. Maybe later.” He frowned and tightened his lips. “I’d like to talk to you about something.”

“Sure, Iscos. Do you feel like sitting up to eat first?” 

He raised his head, and she pushed an extra pillow behind him.

“Another soldier came here last night,” he said.

“I’m aware. It’s that one over there.” She pointed out the Turk. “Is that what you want to talk about?” 

“No, but I wondered if you knew about him.” Iscos twisted his mouth in a playful, teasing way, as he used to do when they played together as children. 

She anticipated hearing about how Iscos had been wounded.

His brown curls lay wadded atop his head, one strand hanging limp over an eyebrow. I must find a brush for him. Without comment on the Turk, she ladled cereal into one of the bowls and handed it to Iscos. “Eat this, and I’ll get you some tea while the others are still sleeping. Then we’ll talk about what’s on your mind.”

Since a kettle of water always simmered on the wood stove, she returned in a few minutes, bringing a cup of tea mixed with goat’s milk. She slipped another pillow beneath his head and exchanged the empty bowl for the cup and saucer. “Here, sip this.” As he did so, she noticed his dry lips. She wished they still had some honey from their beehive on Hydra. It would make the tea more soothing. “You wanted to tell me something?”

He handed back the cup. “You asked about Philip when I came in — whenever that was.”

Knowing he’d been too ill to say much then, she explained, “This is the fourth day, Iscos. You said your brother was fine. That’s all.” Fearing tragic news about Philip, her heart pounded. She had received only two letters from her fiancé soon after he’d gone to Tripolitsa, and she’d answered both immediately. Nothing after that. But in war, one could expect delays. Anything could have happened since the time Philip’s written words had assured her he was well. “He is all right, isn’t he?”

“I couldn’t explain much when Juris and your father brought me inside. Juris is a good friend. The best.” Iscos’ head rested back on the pillow, and he placed his hand over hers. “In my condition, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I don’t have so much pain now, and, as always, I want you to know whatever I know... or don’t know.” He grinned and squeezed her hand. 

“Yes, go on.”

“Well, the fact is, I really don’t know anything about Philip. I haven’t seen him since the first few days after we got to Tripolitsa — that was at least a month before I was hit — so almost five weeks now, I guess. He’s a sergeant now, I’ve heard, so he has extra duties. That probably explains it. That doesn’t mean he’s not well, only that I haven’t seen him and don’t really know. Before, I said he was all right, so you wouldn’t worry.” 

With his eyes shut, he continued talking. “My big brother usually keeps a close eye on me. Not that I need to be watched after, of course!” A dismissive smirk crossed his face. “His company may have gone to Messolonghi. I know some troops from the Peloponnese left to help out on the western coast. Since we’d gained a foothold in Tripolitsa, we didn’t need so large a force here in the Peloponnese region. So those of us left scattered in small groups to hold it for the Greeks and keep the peace. He probably couldn’t get word to me.”

Zoe thought he was struggling to explain away the main message: Philip hadn’t been seen or heard from in several weeks. This is not good news.

“I don’t want to die and then have you find out I didn’t tell you that.” 

Dear Iscos, always so completely honest. She placed her hand on his shoulder. “You’re strong, Iscos. You’re not going to die.” She tried to sound reassuring, but inside, she imagined the worst — losing both the men she cared so much about, Philip and his younger brother. 

Iscos managed to pull himself around to sit up on the side of the bed, his good leg dangling off, the bandaged one stretched out on the bed’s edge. “No, I don’t plan to die, Zoe.” He laughed softly. “But it’s war, and I’ll be going back to help win our independence in a few days. I’m almost well. This little incident warned me to be more careful.” 

“What incident, Iscos? I want to know what happened.” She spoke lightly, purposely avoiding any hint of pleading.

Without answering, he attempted to scoot the painful leg over and pull the other back under the covers. Though he strained, he couldn’t quite manage it. “Guess I shouldn’t have tried to show off how strong I am.” He puffed out a big sigh. “Could you — ? Would you please help me get the lame leg back in its place?”

Zoe laughed softly as he would expect her to. She’d let him struggle alone to protect his pride, but she saw the pain on his face. Drawing back the covers, she helped reposition both legs on the bed. “Is that comfortable now?” she asked, replacing the sheet and blankets and removing the extra pillows behind his head.

“Ah, yes. Thanks, Zoe.” He relaxed and lay back with closed eyes, but his labored breathing told her he’d spent much effort just to sit up. She reminded herself, having nursed others after such surgery, that this was a part of normal recovery.

While he drifted into sleep, she remained beside him. How had Iscos been shot? The town was already under Greek control. He’ll tell me when he’s ready. But now I’m unsure about Philip. What’s happened to him?

 




Chapter 3


Zoe lingered at her Iscos’ bedside while he slept, recalling events that had brought her together with him like this. She looked around the clinic room and tried to imagine it as a proper parlor. War had changed everything in their home as well as in Greece. 

On Hydra Island, she and Iscos had grown up together, getting into trouble, doing outrageous things at each other’s dare, running away from their homes together all the way to the shore — for an entire afternoon. Wading at the rocky shore. Gathering shells.

The memory of Iscos talking her into playing patient to his doctoring crossed her mind as she sat beside him. They both must have been about six. How naughty she’d felt when he’d placed a pretend ear trumpet over her dress as she lay on a bench behind his family’s stable. “Ah, here’s the cause of that tummy ache!” he’d said, holding up an earthworm in his dirty hand and dangling it in her face. “Came right out your navel!” Her shriek brought Mother running from next door, for the families were neighbors. Their punishment — a week of not seeing each other — seemed like an eternity.

Even then, it was his brother Philip she adored and hoped to marry when she grew up. Always smart and dignified, Philip was tall, muscular, and handsome with mysterious brown eyes, like a fairy-tale prince. Six years older, he seemed unreachable, and she felt invisible in his presence. Then her world changed on her fifteenth birthday. At the party in her honor, Philip discovered her as if seeing her for the first time. She recalled his exact words: “What lovely flower is this, blooming right here on my doorstep?” 

He’d started calling on her, and because their houses sat next to each other, they found ample time to spend casual hours together, sitting under the arbor or walking along the beach. Later, after her family had moved to the mainland and Philip took up arms to defend Greece, their relationship had grown through letters. 

While waiting for his regiment to move on to Tripolitsa, he had stayed here at their family’s ancestral home in Nafplio for a couple of weeks. Their love intensified, and her dream became a reality when he asked her father for her hand in marriage. She remembered the thrill it had brought her and those romantic days that followed. For the first time, she relaxed in his presence. 

Dear Iscos, such a permanent part of her, and they’d shared so much. Trusted each other in every way. Iscos, having more recently enlisted, had arrived at their house in time to leave with his brother for their first assignment. She found the goodbyes with both men to be equally emotional — though in different ways. And now Iscos had been wounded and needed her care.

Iscos stirred. With his eyes still closed, his breathing came even and relaxed. Not wishing to disturb him, Zoe slipped out to reheat the cereal for the other patients. When she returned, the two other Greeks lay awake and alert. One could eat alone; the other required her assistance.

Now to that barbarian. Determined to keep her father’s ethical oath to care for all, she would try to do right by this Ottoman Turk — but only the minimum required. She knew that Father didn’t like having him here anymore than she did. Approaching the wounded man, she realized he had not moved since she’d first entered the room. She smelled the stench of bloodied clothing in a nearby basket. Though her father gave the patients initial care when they arrived, he often left the laundering to her and Lyrica. Her father had assured her the Turk had come with no weapon. Yet she felt uncomfortable tending him.

Standing beside his cot, Zoe hesitated.

“Time to wake up,” she said in a louder-than-needed voice and yanked back the blanket that covered part of his face. Startled, the Turk thrashed about with his right arm, revealing extensive bandages on the other side of his chest. His eyes stared in fright at seeing her above him. He pulled the covers back under his chin. Zoe realized he was just a boy, probably no more than fifteen, Lyrica’s age. Too young even to be issued a uniform. Her voice softened. “Is that a gunshot wound on your side?”

The patient apparently did not understand Greek, for he babbled in what Zoe recognized as everyday Turkish, not the more learned Ottoman version. She made the motions of firing a rifle toward the wall — then pointed to his chest. He nodded.

As Zoe sat by his cot, mechanically feeding him as she had done for so many others in her care, resentment faded. She’d blamed this boy for Iscos’ wound and whatever ill may have come to Philip — as well as for the Ottoman occupation and all the evil it had caused. He was probably born in Greece and considered it his home.

But another possibility crowded into her thoughts: What if Philip had been the one who’d shot him? Would that be very different from a conscripted Turkish youth shooting Iscos? She’d heard that many Turks would prefer any regime that was less oppressive than the one led by Sultan Mahmud.

Bitterness returned as quickly as it had dissipated. Her back straightened.

The patient turned his head from the next bite, closed his eyes, and again pulled the blanket up. “Thank you,” he said in heavily accented Greek.

“Are you cold?” she asked automatically, doing her duty.

“Thank you.” 

Apparently, this was the extent of his Greek vocabulary. Zoe shrugged.

She took a clean quilt from the stack in the corner, unfolded it, and placed it over the blanket. Already he’d gone back to sleep. She sat beside him for a few minutes and thought about how the fighting continued with towns being won and lost. So far, the liberated Nafplio had remained in the hands of the Greeks. And now, rumors indicated that the National Assembly was considering Nafplio as the new Greek capital. The town had the greatest fortress, the Palamidi, atop the giant mountain. Victory hung in the air. But for Zoe, on a personal level, it felt more like defeat.

As she left the clinic room, worry clung to her like soiled bandages, covering up conflicting emotions. Today, for the first time, she felt a new kind of emotion toward Iscos — one that belonged exclusively to her fiancé. How do I untangle these uninvited feelings?

***

“Lyrica, wake up!” Zoe shook her sister lying beside her. More pounding at the door downstairs brought cold beads of sweat to her forehead. Shivering, she pushed Lyrica’s shoulder. “Listen!” 

Lyrica rolled over and mumbled, “Probably more bleeding men.” She yawned and sat up. “Father’s still here. I hear him raising the latch to let someone in. It’s too dark and cold to be up.”

Zoe jumped out of bed, flung off her nightcap, and shook out her hair. She felt her way in the darkness to her heavy robe and slipped it on. Grabbing a face cloth from a shelf, she dropped it in the washbasin where she’d poured water the night before. 

“Ice!” she exclaimed. “The water’s frozen. That almost never happens.” She opened the curtains to let in a bit of early-morning light but hardly enough to show dim outlines of buildings against a dull sky. Sitting back on the bed, she pulled a quilt around her to keep out the frigid cold. Yesterday’s trauma — Philip unaccounted for and a Turk in the house — had haunted her through the night, but finally, she had fallen into a heavy sleep. Now this. Both girls remained perfectly still, straining to understand the conversation from below.

“Food... medical supplies...” A young, accented voice trailed off.

“...daughters will... soon... Tea?” Their father’s deep voice sounded cheerful but unclear. Then loud, as he called out, “Zoe! Lyrica! I need you down here.” 

Zoe pulled on her grey woolen dress, then turned to button the back of Lyrica’s nearly identical one. Her icy fingers fumbled with the task as her mind raced to figure out what awaited them downstairs. Lyrica was probably right — just more wounded — but they usually arrived late at night while she and her sister slept, not early morning.

At the dressing table, Zoe ran a brush through her long-tangled curls. She whacked the ice in the metal washbasin with the hairbrush. The ice broke, splattering chilly water over her hand. The girls quickly finished their toilet and headed down the stairs. Zoe took a deep breath and welcomed the warm air rising from the fireplace below as they descended.

An Albanian sat across from their father at the kitchen table, sipping tea. One could never be sure which side the Albanians were on, but he looked friendly enough. Both men rose when the girls entered. Father made the introductions and then explained, “He’s a sailor who has come to announce that a ship has arrived at our port.” Grinning broadly, he explained, “It’s loaded with medical supplies, winter clothing, and food from Spetses and Hydra.” 

Zoe clasped her hands and tried to control the urge to jump up and down and cheer. “Laskarina Bouboulina!”

“O Father! What an angel she is!” Lyrica burst out in uncontrolled excitement. “She’s who brought the ship, isn’t she?”

Father smiled and nodded.

This seemed a timely miracle to Zoe. Eagerly she asked, “Did she come on the ship? Can we go see her if she’s here? Please, Father.” She remembered Laskarina had raised the revolutionary flag on the island of Spetses twelve days before the official declaration of the War for Independence on 25 March 1821. The revered woman, twice widowed and mother of seven children, had poured her extensive wealth into launching the revolution. 

This amazing Greek heroine, with her own fleet of eight merchant ships, had led a combined force of 300 vessels from the three Greek islands of Spetses, Hydra, and Psara to set up a blockade in preparation for the siege of Nafplio and claim it for Greece. She went on to do the same for many other towns in the Peloponnese — the peninsula that forms the southern part of Greece. And though officially Albania allied with the Ottoman Empire, Laskarina Bouboulina was herself Albanian, like the young man standing there in the kitchen.

“Yes, daughters,” her father answered, “Laskarina is indeed on her ship, together with her two older sons that you know, but you must stay here with the patients. I have to take the mule cart to the port, sort through the medical supplies, and choose only what our hospital needs most. Some items must go directly to the battlefields. We’ll take all the food and clothing they can spare for the wounded. But the poor people of Nafplio are not prepared to finish out this winter and will need help too.”

Zoe knew that mostly poor Greeks had remained in Nafplio. Those empty spaces, left behind by those who fled, had been replaced with Islamic mosques and narrow, mid-eastern houses. Her lower lip trembled, but she said, “Yes, Father.” She had not seen the famous woman, the mother of her good friend Eleni, since leaving Hydra over two years before.

Lyrica looked disappointed, too, but neither put up a further argument to go see her. Instead, Lyrica asked, “Do we have more patients, Father?” 

“No, actually, one less. A couple of my assistants came for one of the Greek soldiers very early this morning to transport him to the hospital for surgery. 

He....”

“Not Iscos, was it?” Zoe gasped at the thought.

He gave Zoe a compassionate glance. “No, Zoe, I would have mentioned Iscos by name. Not much else I can do after setting his fractured bone. It will just take some time to heal. Hopefully, Laskarina has brought plenty of willow bark, so we can give Iscos something for the pain.” He smiled and added, “Be thankful he’s still stable.”

The young Albanian bowed slightly to the girls and left, following their father.

As soon as they’d left, Zoe grabbed her sister’s hands, and together they danced around the kitchen, singing in low voices the revolutionary song, “Hooray, the Golden Dawn.”

“Now, to our duties,” Zoe said, taking a loaf of bread from the box. “I would love to see Laskarina. I want to talk with her because she’s so courageous. No man has done so much to win back our country. And it will happen.” 

Lyrica put the kettle on for tea. “I know it will too. This is a good sign; Laskarina bringing us supplies. I hope Father saves a jar of jam for us. Our family supplies are low too.”

“Father makes sure we never go hungry. But it would be nice to taste a bit of luxury — like plum jam. Yumm. And tomorrow’s Christmas, though it hardly seems like it.” Zoe set cups on a tray. “He’s never given away anything from our pantry except to people who visit here and, of course, the patients.”

“He doesn’t want to lose us. Like Mother.”

“That was tuberculosis. She didn’t starve.” The thought of their mother, who’d died that first winter here — only a few months after their arrival — depleted her joy. Zoe frowned and pressed her lips tightly together.

“We must be strong like Laskarina.” Lyrica sniffed and blotted her eyes with her sleeve.

In silence, Zoe and Lyrica worked together in the kitchen for several minutes. Uppermost in Zoe’s mind was the lack of plans for any type of traditional celebration. They hadn’t talked at all about today being Christmas Eve. She unwrapped the loaf of bread and realized that she and Lyrica had failed to do any extra baking — or hang pine boughs. They could have at least done that. Maybe Father would bring some special food from Laskarina’s ship. 

A painful sigh drifted from the other side of the curtain.

Zoe froze in place, listening. She handed Lyrica a knife and said, “Here, slice the bread. I’m sure that’s Iscos this time, not the Turk.” She hurried to comfort him, her conflicted emotions circling in her head — colliding. 

The odor of sickness enveloped her. 

She pulled a low stool up to Iscos’ bed, sat, and whispered, “Iscos, it’s Zoe.” He answered with another lament, the sound of unbearable distress. She’d heard it before. “Iscos, my darling, I need to check.... I’m going to look at your leg. All right?” 

Zoe caught her breath. Lyrica had just entered with breakfast for the patients. Never before had she called Iscos her “darling” — not aloud, at least. She hoped her sister hadn’t heard. Blood had oozed through the bandage. “I’ll need to re-dress this.”

After handing out tea and bread to the two other patients, Lyrica said, “I’ll get some warmed water.”

Zoe carefully placed a towel under Iscos’ thigh and unwound the messy gauze. Lyrica set a tray with the needed supplies on the bedside table. Zoe dabbed a cloth in the bowl of heated water and sponged off the wound — which was swollen, red, and quite warm to the touch. Iscos hardly seemed aware of her care. With her heart beating rapidly and panic seizing her, she wrapped the wound with trembling fingers. What can I do? No telling when Father will be back.

An agonizing guttural noise came from Iscos when she gently repositioned his leg.

Ice. The word came to her instantly. 

In her haste to leave, she nearly bumped into Lyrica on her way to the Turk. “I’ll take care of Iscos,” she said, brushing past her. In the kitchen, Zoe grabbed a small, empty sugar bag and dashed upstairs. After filling it with pieces of ice from the washbowl, she hurried down to the kitchen and poured a few swallows of ouzo into a cup. Back with Iscos, she knelt beside him. “Here, drink this. It will ease the pain.” 

After emptying the cup with eyes squeezed closed, he fell back on the pillow. Zoe noted his labored breathing and shivers. A tremor ran through her own body as well.

His wound’s infected. A very bad sign. 

Lyrica was helping the enemy sip his tea. Zoe retrieved a folded quilt from the table behind Lyrica without looking at the Turk. She worked her way between the crates and bundles to the wood-burning stove in the corner of the crowded room. Unfolding the quilt, she held it inches from the hot stove. 

Behind her, she could hear Lyrica trying — with little success — to speak Turkish with the boy. Lyrica had always been eager to learn words and phrases in the official language. Sometimes she would even use them to annoy others. Zoe, on the other hand, had become nearly fluent in English at the Greek Orthodox School for Girls but struggled with the Turkish words, which left a bitter taste in her mouth.

Iscos again cried out.

“I’m coming, my....” Aware of Lyrica’s presence, she didn’t finish. “Here, this will feel good.” She laid the quilt loosely across him. “Now I need to lift the covers again.” She’d remembered to wrap the ice bag in a linen hand towel so it wouldn’t be shockingly cold. Gently she placed the pack over his swollen thigh. Iscos reached out to her. She took his hand, bent over, and brushed her lips across it.

She sat on the bed, his hand gripping hers, while his anguish turned to sighs, then light snores. His hand relaxed. Lyrica still sat with the Turk, apparently conversing with him and the remaining Greek soldier, who sat propped up in bed. Zoe realized he was interpreting for Lyrica, then the Turk. Why? she wondered.
The soldier explained to Lyrica, “He says he lives in Tripolitsa. He wasn’t fighting against the Greeks and doesn’t care who the country belongs to.” He paused to hear what the Turk was saying next, then asked him, “You say there was another uprising against the Greek occupiers in Tripolitsa? How can Greeks be called occupiers of their own land?” 

He then rattled off the history as if the Turk didn’t know. “The Ottomans are the occupiers of our land and have been since 1715, and before that, the Venetians, and before that, you Turks had it, then the Venetians since the thirteen-hundreds. I don’t think we’ve been in charge of our country since before the ancient Romans. It’s about time we reclaim it and own it.”

Zoe brushed a lock of hair from Iscos’ fevered forehead. Noticing the beads of sweat, she pulled back the quilt. Lyrica was saying, “Please don’t argue with Ibrahim. Ask him how he got shot in Tripolitsa since he claims not to be a soldier.”

Since Zoe knew both Philip and Iscos had been sent to nearby Tripolitsa, she strained to hear about the latest uprising there. That city had fallen into Greek hands under General Kolokotronis about the same time as Nafplio but with an even larger Turkish population living there. More troops had been sent to hold it for the Greeks and to put down skirmishes. Listening to the translation, she learned that this Turk had been caught in crossfire on his way home from an errand for his mother. He’d stopped to watch a squabble but didn’t see who shot him or who picked him up and brought him here.

Hearing Lyrica chatting away with the enemy irritated Zoe, especially while she sat beside someone she deeply cared for — and who might be dying from a Turk’s bullet. But at least the boy wasn’t a soldier. When Iscos sank into a peaceful sleep, Zoe gathered the breakfast dishes on a tray and slipped from the room. In her agitation at Lyrica, she needed activity to quiet her nerves. She swished the cups and plates through hot soapy water, trying to calm down. Breathing deeply several times, she exhaled with an open mouth. Whatever has gotten into my sister? Where’s her loyalty to our country?

When she finished, she wiped her hands on her apron, removed it, and hung it on a peg. Grabbing her cloak and scarf, she wrapped up and stepped outside into the cold. A brief stroll might calm her nerves. As she walked briskly, she longed for Philip beside her. She missed her fiancé terribly. If he were here, he could take on some of her worry over Iscos. But maybe not. That would be too confusing with both here at the same time. 

***

When Zoe returned nearly an hour later, Lyrica stood on the kitchen side of the curtain, holding a steaming cup and saucer. “Iscos woke up while you were traipsing about.”

“Did he ask for me?”

Lyrica’s tone softened. “No, but he is restless. You’ll want to take this to him yourself.” Handing the tea to her, she grinned as if implying Zoe had paid too much attention to her childhood friend. 

Zoe took it and hurried back to Iscos’ side. She didn’t like her sister’s implication. Lyrica followed behind her and cheerfully headed to the Turk.

Zoe found Iscos staring at the ceiling. He noticed her and gave a wan smile.

She raised his head, plopped a pillow behind it, and handed him the cup of tea. “Here, dear Iscos. Hope this is some help.”

He took one sip and whispered, “No more.” He pointed to the ice bag and motioned for her to take it away. 

When she lifted the covers, a putrid odor and a soggy mess greeted her. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I should have checked sooner.” She removed it and grabbed a towel. “Now, I’ll need to change the bandages again. So sorry.” I should never have gone out.

She stood to fetch fresh linens, but Iscos grasped her wrist. “Wait a moment, Zoe.”

Intense pain showed on his face. His lips moved, trying to form words. Finally, he said, “Zoe, I hate for you to see me like this. So weak. So unable.”

“No, Iscos,” she choked out. “Don’t say that.” Now she searched for words. After swallowing a few times to control her voice, she said, “We’ve known each other all our lives, Iscos. I want to be by your side in this.” Tears welled, but she wouldn’t let them fall.

Iscos riveted his eyes on hers. He whispered two words.

Her heart lurched, but she wouldn’t ask him to repeat it.

Zoe had no doubt he’d said, twin souls.
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