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The Seige of Malta
Two brothers. One island. One impossible stand.

By Martin Swan
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Chapter 1 — The Island of Stone
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Malta rose from the Mediterranean like a fortress built by God and sharpened by war.

From a distance, the island could look almost gentle. Sunlight washed over honey-colored limestone cliffs. Fishing boats drifted in the blue harbors. Whitewashed houses clustered around church towers. Olive groves clung stubbornly to dry earth. The sea glittered as if peace had always lived there.

But Sir Luca de Verona knew better.

Peace on Malta was always temporary.

He stood atop the walls of Birgu with both gloved hands resting on worn limestone blocks polished smooth by wind, salt, and generations of defenders. Below him, the harbor moved with frantic purpose.

Laborers hauled cannonballs in carts.

Blacksmiths hammered glowing iron.

Carpenters reinforced barricades.

Women carried water, bread, cloth, and bandages.

Priests moved through the chaos with rosaries and solemn eyes, blessing men who pretended not to need blessings.

Everyone prepared.

No one said the word aloud.

Siege.

The word hung unspoken in every glance.

The Ottomans were coming.

Every sailor’s report confirmed it.

Every merchant ship from Sicily carried darker rumors.

The fleet gathering in Constantinople was vast.

Luca stared toward the eastern horizon.

Nothing yet.

Only sea.

Only silence.

Yet he felt them.

War had a smell long before armies arrived.

Powder.

Sweat.

Fear.

Memory.

The wind shifted, carrying salt and heat across the walls.

Behind him, boots scraped stone.

A familiar gait.

Too casual for a disciplined knight.

Too loose.

Too confident.

Luca closed his eyes.

No.

Not now.

Not today.

Then came the voice.

“You always did enjoy staring at things that refuse to answer.”

Luca went still.

Five years disappeared.

He turned.

Sir Matteo de Verona leaned against the parapet as if he had wandered into a tavern instead of the edge of war.

His black knight’s habit bore the white cross of the Order, but Matteo somehow wore sacred uniform like an insult to regulation. Collar open. Sleeves rolled. Dark hair longer than allowed. Beard rougher than protocol preferred.

And yet he looked every inch a warrior.

Broader than Luca remembered.

Harder.

Scar tissue crossed his jaw.

Another pale scar ran from temple to ear.

His eyes remained unchanged.

Sharp.

Alive.

Dangerously alive.

Luca said nothing.

Matteo smiled faintly.

“That’s disappointing.”

“What is?”

“I thought after five years you might greet me with more warmth.”

Luca’s voice came cold.

“You were late.”

Matteo shrugged.

“I came.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No?”

“No.”

Matteo studied him.

Luca had changed too.

The younger brother saw it immediately.

Luca had always been disciplined, but now discipline had hardened into something sterner. His face had grown leaner. More lined. His dark hair showed silver at the temples. The easy warmth he once possessed had become buried beneath years of restraint.

Matteo folded his arms.

“You still blame me.”

Not a question.

Luca turned back toward the sea.

“Our father is dead.”

“Yes.”

“And you still blame me.”

Silence.

The harbor noises seemed distant.

Hammer strikes.

Carts rolling.

Gulls overhead.

Matteo stepped closer.

“I did not kill him.”

Luca’s jaw tightened.

The old wound opened instantly.

Sicily.

Five years earlier.

Fire.

Blood.

Screaming horses.

Ottoman raiders.

Broken formation.

Their father left behind.

Never returning.

Luca had relived that day countless times.

Every version ended the same.

Matteo had charged too soon.

Everything after flowed from that moment.

Matteo said quietly:

“You never asked what happened.”

“There was nothing to ask.”

“There was everything to ask.”

Luca’s voice sharpened.

“You disobeyed orders.”

“Yes.”

“You broke formation.”

“Yes.”

“You got Father killed.”

Matteo’s expression changed.

The humor vanished.

“Say that again.”

Luca turned.

Their eyes locked.

The air felt suddenly colder.

“I said—”

Matteo stepped closer.

“No.”

His voice was low now.

Dangerous.

“Say the last part again.”

Luca did not move.

“You got Father killed.”

Silence.

Pure silence.

Matteo’s nostrils flared.

For a heartbeat Luca thought his brother might strike him.

Instead Matteo laughed.

One short, bitter laugh.

“There he is.”

Luca frowned.

“What?”

“My brother.”

Matteo’s voice carried exhaustion now.

“The man who needed someone to blame.”

Luca’s hands tightened.

“I blame facts.”

“No.”

Matteo shook his head.

“You blame grief.”

The words landed harder than steel.

Luca said nothing.

Matteo continued.

“You couldn’t hate death.”

His voice softened.

“So you hated me.”

That struck deep.

Because it was close to truth.

Too close.

Before Luca could respond, bells rang from the command tower.

Summons.

Council.

Both brothers turned instinctively.

Duty first.

Always.

Luca spoke.

“The Grand Master calls council.”

Matteo nodded.

Together, they walked toward the command hall.

Not as brothers.

Not yet.

Only as knights.

Inside, the air smelled of wax, parchment, and stress.

Maps covered the central table.

Markers indicated gun positions, supply depots, fortifications.

The commanders of Malta stood around it:
French knights.
Spanish captains.
Italian officers.
Maltese militia leaders.
At the head stood Grand Master Jean Parisot de La Valette.

Age had not diminished him.

It had refined him.

He stood straight despite seventy years. Thin but iron-hard. Eyes like sharpened steel. A man whose presence alone imposed order.

Conversation ceased when he lifted his hand.

Silence.

La Valette placed both palms on the map.

“They are coming.”

No flourish.

No dramatic speech.

Only truth.

A Spanish captain asked:

“Confirmed?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

La Valette met his gaze.

“Enough.”

A grim murmur passed through the room.

La Valette pointed to the map.

The harbor.

Fort Saint Elmo.

Birgu.

Senglea.

Saint Angelo.

“The Ottoman fleet sailed from Constantinople weeks ago.”

His finger moved across the sea routes.

“They will land here.”

He tapped Malta.

“They will come to destroy our Order.”

His voice hardened.

“To take this island.”

A French knight asked quietly:

“How many men do we have?”

“Approximately six thousand.”

“And them?”

La Valette did not hesitate.

“Thirty thousand.”

Silence.

Matteo muttered under his breath:

“So only five to one.”

Luca shot him a look.

The corner of La Valette’s mouth moved.

Almost a smile.

Almost.

Then the Grand Master continued.

“Do not concern yourselves with numbers.”

He tapped Saint Elmo.

“They must take stone by stone.”

His finger moved to Birgu.

“If one wall falls, we fight from the next.”

Senglea.

“If one street falls, we fight from the next.”

Then he raised his head.

His eyes swept the chamber.

“If one house falls...”

His fist slammed onto the table.

“...we fight from the rubble.”

Every man felt it.

Not inspiration.

Certainty.

This old man had already accepted death.

That made him terrifying.

La Valette spoke again.

“I do not order you to live.”

A pause.

“But I order you this.”

His voice became iron.

“Make them pay.”

No one moved.

No one spoke.

Then heads nodded.

One by one.

Acceptance.

The meeting ended.

Orders flew.

Messengers ran.

Cannons were reassigned.

Powder stores moved.

Everything accelerated.

War was no longer approaching.

It had arrived.

Outside, dusk bled red over the harbor.

Luca stepped into evening air.

Matteo followed.

Neither spoke.

At last Matteo broke the silence.

“If we die here...”

Luca kept looking at the sea.

“We die as knights.”

Matteo shook his head.

“No.”

He turned fully toward his brother.

“If we die here...”

His voice lowered.

“...I do not want you hating me.”

Luca finally looked at him.

For the first time in years, Matteo’s mask had dropped.

No sarcasm.

No wit.

Only truth.

Pain.

Regret.

Luca felt old anger collide with something more complicated.

Something he did not want to examine.

Before he could answer—

A shout erupted from the eastern watchtower.

Then another.

Then bells.

Wild.

Urgent.

Every head turned.

The lookout screamed into the wind.

“SAILS!”

All movement stopped.

Luca ran.

Matteo beside him.

They reached the parapet and looked east.

At first—

Tiny white shapes.

Then dozens.

Then hundreds.

The horizon vanished beneath canvas.

Sails filled the sea.

An entire empire had arrived.

The Ottoman fleet.

Massive.

Terrible.

Beautiful in its scale.

Utterly horrifying in its purpose.

Even Matteo went silent.

No joke came.

No sarcasm.

Only awe.

Hundreds of ships.

Galleys.

Transports.

War vessels.

Supply ships.

The sea itself seemed conquered.

Below, bells screamed across Birgu.

Men ran.

Women gathered children.

Priests prayed.

Cannons rolled into firing positions.

Luca felt something strange.

Not panic.

Not terror.

Clarity.

This was it.

Everything before this had been waiting.

Now came truth.

Matteo whispered:

“God help us.”

Luca slowly drew his sword.

Steel flashed red in sunset.

His voice was calm.

Deadly calm.

“No.”

He stared at the endless fleet.

“Tonight...”

The wind carried Ottoman drums across the water.

Boom.

Boom.

Boom.

Luca tightened his grip.

“...God watches.”

And the Great Siege of Malta began.

The bells did not stop.

Their iron cries rolled across Birgu and Senglea, echoing off stone walls and church towers. The sound no longer felt like warning.

It felt like judgment.

Below the walls, Malta transformed in minutes.

Civilians rushed inland carrying sacks, children, icons, and whatever food they could seize. Livestock were driven toward protected courtyards. Barrels of fresh water were rolled into fortified storehouses.

Every cannon position filled.

Every wall gained defenders.

Every prayer became urgent.

Matteo leaned forward on the parapet, studying the Ottoman fleet with narrowed eyes.

Even now, even under impossible pressure, his mind worked quickly.

“They’re well ordered.”

Luca glanced at him.

“Yes.”

“Not just numerous.”

“No.”

Matteo pointed.

“Look at the spacing.”

Luca followed his finger.

The fleet moved with frightening precision. The lead war galleys screened the heavier transports. Supply ships remained protected in the rear. Signal banners moved in measured sequence.

Disciplined.

Organized.

Experienced.

This was not a pirate swarm.

This was imperial war.

Matteo exhaled.

“They’ve done this before.”

“Many times.”

Rhodes.

Tripoli.

North Africa.

The Ottomans had crushed fortresses before.

That truth sat like stone in Luca’s gut.

A young Maltese defender beside them crossed himself repeatedly.

“Holy Mother...”

Matteo looked at him.

“What’s your name?”

The boy startled.

“Paolo, sir.”

“How old are you, Paolo?”

“Seventeen.”

Matteo raised an eyebrow.

“You’ve fought before?”

The boy swallowed.

“No, sir.”

Matteo nodded toward the fleet.

“Good.”

Paolo blinked.

“Good?”

“Yes.”

The boy looked confused.

Matteo gave a crooked smile.

“Means you still have time to be frightened.”

Paolo stared.

Then, despite everything, managed a weak laugh.

Luca looked sideways at his brother.

That.

That had not changed.

Matteo always understood men.

He could calm fear with humor in ways Luca never could.

It was one of the reasons soldiers followed him despite his recklessness.

Below them, cannons were positioned along the harbor approaches.

Artillery captains shouted firing arcs.

Gunners checked powder.

Fuse lengths were measured twice.

Nothing could be left to chance.

A messenger ran toward the brothers.

“Sir Luca! Sir Matteo! Grand Master requests senior officers at Saint Angelo!”

The brothers exchanged a glance.

Then moved.

Fast.

The command chamber inside Fort Saint Angelo buzzed with controlled chaos. Maps had multiplied. New markers indicated Ottoman landing vectors.

La Valette stood over the central table.

Captains reported in rapid sequence.

“Estimated two hundred vessels.”

“Landing likely Marsaxlokk or Marsamxett.”

“Enemy artillery capacity enormous.”

“Civilian relocation underway.”

La Valette absorbed everything without visible emotion.

Then he pointed.

Fort Saint Elmo

Every officer followed his finger.

No explanation needed.

A Spanish captain muttered:

“They’ll strike there first.”

“Yes,” La Valette said.

An Italian mercenary commander shook his head.

“It cannot hold long.”

“How long?” La Valette asked.

The mercenary hesitated.

“Three days.”

Another captain said:

“Four at most.”

A third answered:

“Less if they bring heavy guns quickly.”

All eyes remained on Saint Elmo.

The fort guarded the harbor entrance.

Small.

Exposed.

Vital.

Lose it quickly, and Ottoman ships gained far greater freedom of movement.

La Valette spoke.

“How long must it hold?”

Silence.

Then he answered himself.

“Long enough.”

He looked around the chamber.

“Every day Saint Elmo stands...”

He tapped Birgu.

“...saves us here.”

Then came the question no one wanted.

“Who volunteers for Saint Elmo?”

Silence.

Not cowardice.

Everyone understood.

Volunteering meant near-certain death.

Saint Elmo was a delaying sacrifice.

A knight from Provence stepped forward.

Then a Spanish officer.

Then two Italians.

Luca stepped forward.

“I volunteer.”

Heads turned.

La Valette studied him.

“Sir Luca de Verona.”

Luca bowed.

“For the Order.”

Before La Valette could answer—

Another voice.

“I volunteer.”

Matteo.

Luca turned sharply.

No.

Absolutely not.

La Valette lifted an eyebrow.

“Sir Matteo de Verona.”

Matteo gave a slight shrug.

“The family travels together.”

A few strained chuckles broke tension.

Luca stepped toward him.

“No.”

Matteo folded his arms.

“No?”

“No.”

“You’re not my commander.”

“I am your senior.”

“By minutes.”

“By rank.”

Matteo’s voice hardened.

“I’m going.”

Luca lowered his voice.

“Saint Elmo is where men go to die.”

Matteo stared at him.

“And if you die?”

Silence.

Matteo stepped closer.

“You don’t get to leave things unfinished.”

That landed.

Hard.

Luca held his gaze.

Matteo continued.

“If this siege kills one of us...”

His voice softened.

“...I refuse to spend our last days as strangers.”

The room had gone silent.

Even captains pretended not to listen while clearly listening.

La Valette watched both men carefully.

At last he spoke.

“You both go.”

Decision made.

Final.

Matteo exhaled.

Luca clenched his jaw.

There would be no argument.

The Grand Master pointed at them.

“You depart at dawn.”

Then his gaze sharpened.

“Rest while you can.”

The meeting ended.

Night settled fully over Malta.

Torches burned along walls and streets.

The Ottoman fleet anchored offshore like a second city.

A city built to kill.

The brothers walked in silence through Birgu’s narrow streets.

They passed:

	praying families

	crying children

	blacksmiths still working

	priests hearing confessions


War stripped away illusion.

Everyone knew some of them would not see another month.

They reached a small courtyard beside a chapel.

For once, no one else was there.

Just brothers.

And old ghosts.

Matteo sat on a low stone wall.

Luca remained standing.

Typical.

Matteo sighed.

“You still think I killed him.”

Luca said nothing.

Matteo looked at the chapel door.

“Do you remember Verona?”

The question surprised Luca.

“What?”

“Our home.”

Luca frowned.

“Of course.”

Matteo smiled faintly.

“Father teaching us sword forms.”

Luca said nothing.

Matteo continued.

“You were always disciplined.”

A faint laugh.

“I was always terrible.”

“That is inaccurate.”

Matteo looked up.

“Oh?”

“You were gifted.”

Matteo blinked.

Unexpected praise.

Luca continued.

“You simply lacked patience.”

Matteo almost smiled.

“There he is.”

“There who is?”

“My brother.”

Silence.

Then Matteo spoke softly.

“There was a child.”

Luca froze.

“What?”

“Sicily.”

Matteo’s voice became quieter.

“There was a girl.”

The courtyard seemed to narrow.

Luca stared.

Matteo looked at the stone beneath his boots.

“She ran from a burning house.”

A long pause.

“She ran straight into the raiders.”

Luca’s breathing slowed.

Matteo swallowed.

“One raised his sword.”

His voice cracked.

“I charged.”

Silence.

Total silence.

Luca said nothing.

Could say nothing.

Matteo continued.

“I broke formation.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

A bitter nod.

“I did.”

He raised his eyes.

“But not because I wanted glory.”

The words were raw.

Painful.

“I saw a child about to die.”

His voice dropped further.

“I moved.”

Luca’s jaw tightened.

Matteo spoke again.

“Father saw.”

A beat.

“He chose to cover me.”

Another beat.

“He chose.”

The words hit harder than accusation.

Because choice complicated blame.

Because if true—

The story changed.

And Luca had lived five years inside a different story.

Matteo’s eyes shone in torchlight.

“I made a mistake.”

He swallowed.

“But I did not murder Father.”

Luca looked away.

Anger had structured grief.

Without anger—

Only grief remained.

And grief was unbearable.

Matteo stood.

“If you hate me...”

His voice steadied.

“...at least hate truth.”

Then he turned to leave.

Luca spoke.

Quietly.

“Did the girl live?”

Matteo stopped.

Slowly turned.

For a second he looked like a boy again.

Not a knight.

Not a warrior.

Just a son.

“Yes.”

Luca closed his eyes.

Pain.

Shame.

Relief.

All at once.

He opened them.

“I should have asked.”

Matteo said nothing.

Luca continued.

“Five years ago.”

A pause.

“I should have asked.”

The silence between them changed.

Not healed.

But cracked open.

A beginning.

Matteo gave a tiny nod.

It was enough.

For now.

The chapel bells rang softly.

Night deepened.

Above them, the stars shone cold and indifferent.

At dawn, they would go to Saint Elmo.

At dawn, death would begin in earnest.

Matteo looked toward the sea.

Then quietly said:

“If we survive...”

Luca looked at him.

“Yes?”

“We finish this conversation.”

For the first time in years—

Luca’s answer came without hesitation.

“Yes.”

No more words.

None needed.

Two brothers stood in torchlight while an empire waited offshore.

The wind carried faint Ottoman drums across black water.

Boom.

Boom.

Boom.

War was coming.

And the brothers of Verona would meet it together.
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Chapter 2 — Brothers Divided
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Dawn came hard and merciless over Malta.

The sun rose from the eastern sea like molten bronze, casting long golden light over stone walls, church domes, and gun batteries. Under other circumstances it might have been beautiful.

Luca no longer trusted beautiful mornings.

Beautiful mornings often preceded ugly days.

The crossing to Fort Saint Elmo was silent.

A small military boat carried the brothers and two dozen additional defenders across the harbor. Oars cut rhythmically through calm water while gulls circled overhead, oblivious to empires and sieges.

Matteo sat opposite Luca, forearms resting on knees.

For once, he did not speak.

That alone told Luca how deeply the reality of Saint Elmo weighed on him.

The fort grew larger as they approached.

Compact.

Angular.

Strong in design, but terrifyingly exposed.

From Birgu, Saint Elmo had seemed a proud forward defense.

From up close, it looked like a stone coffin.

Matteo finally broke silence.

“I dislike it.”

Luca looked up.

“The fort?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Matteo studied the walls.

“Too small.”

A beat.

“Too far from support.”

Another.

“Too easy to surround.”

Luca said quietly:

“You’re learning.”

Matteo gave him a flat look.

“I already knew.”

“No.”

Luca’s eyes remained on the fort.

“Before, you understood battle.”

He glanced at his brother.

“Now you are beginning to understand war.”

That sat with Matteo.

War was larger.

Less glorious.

More mathematical.

Men.

Food.

Powder.

Distance.

Time.

Saint Elmo’s value wasn’t merely defensive.

Its value was delay.

Delay measured in
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