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Preface
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"A man in war is like a small walnut shell, carried by a great river into the unknown."

This book was born the moment I encountered the true story of the siege of Malta in the 15th century. The more I studied historical sources, testimonies, and fragmented records, the clearer it became that this was one of the most incredible and dramatic conflicts of that era—a struggle of a small island against an overwhelming invader, a tale of courage, fear, and the persistence of people standing on the brink of extinction.

The story of the Siege of Malta reached me in fragments, scattered across various sources, often disconnected and lacking internal cohesion. That is precisely why I felt the need to weave it into a single whole. I created fictional characters and led them through the horrors, hardships, and trials of war, using imagination to bind historical events into a unified narrative thread. Their lives begin at different points but, through fate and war, slowly converge toward a final point—which is not an end, but a continuation of a larger flow of life.

The novel is set in the 15th century and spans approximately thirty years, following the arrival of the Knights in Malta. However, the bulk of the book focuses on four pivotal months—from May to September 7th—when the Ottomans besieged the island. To a large extent, I have used the original names of officers and historical figures recorded in the sources of that time. I strived to respect the geographical and chronological frameworks of the events, though certain locations and situations are products of literary license.

This is a dynamic novel, filled with action, not because the heroes seek it—but because war is simply that way. As in life itself, when you find yourself in the whirlwind of conflict, you no longer control events; they carry you in directions you do not expect. Struggle, death, fear, and the scent of gunpowder are present at every turn, shaping the destinies of those who found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time—or perhaps exactly where history had to happen.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Captain

––––––––
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IN THE DIM LIGHT OF the captain’s cabin sat an older man with a grey beard and a face marked by the scars of countless battles. He waited, his eyes fixed on the wooden door.

Unease, sorrow, and a tight, nervous tension lingered in his gaze. He did not look away. He simply waited.

He wore the finest gear he owned: a gleaming suit of armor adorned with gold and silver filigree. It was the armor he wore for celebrations... and for funerals. The metal pressed against his chest, tightening his breath and sending a dull ache through his knee, but he ignored it. What troubled him was uncertainty. Beyond that wooden door lay an unknown future.

A knock.

A familiar voice sounded from the other side.

“Captain. We have arrived. The time has come.”

Captain Philip rose slowly to his feet. In a small mirror, faintly lit by sunlight slipping through the narrow cabin windows, he caught his reflection. An aging face stared back at him. Memories rose unbidden: the green valleys of France, the walls of Jerusalem, dark-haired girls bathing beneath the ramparts of Jaffa, Rhodes, naval battles against the Turks. He had once been young—lean, quick, fearless, handsome. Now a grey beard shadowed his face, and sickness and fatigue showed in his body.

He turned from the mirror, pushing the heavy thoughts aside, and opened the door. Moving slowly under the weight of his armor, he descended a few wooden steps until the sunlight struck him. For a moment it blinded him. When his eyes adjusted, he found himself on the deck. With an officer’s help, he climbed the outer stairs and took his place above the crew, who waited for him to speak.

He looked at them, masking his concern. Everyone was on deck. They stood motionless, like figures in a London museum. Silent. Watching him. Waiting for words that might ease the dread holding them in its grip. No one spoke. No one dared. They simply waited.

The captain gave a quiet order.

“Lower the sails.”

The deck sprang to life. Sailors moved at once to lower the vast white sails of the great command galley, and the vessel slowly surrendered the speed the wind had given it. The oarsmen had long since drawn in their great oars and now waited in the shadows of their quarters for further orders.

When the sails were secured, the sailors gathered around the captain again. Worry showed on every face. Low murmurs spread across the deck like a haze over warm water.

The galleys glided across calm seas as they entered the bay. On the right, atop a rise, stood Fort Saint Elmo, menacing every unwelcome ship. From openings in its yellow stone walls and towers protruded the black mouths of cannons, and above them flags of many colors snapped in the wind.

Smaller bays stretched along the left. Rocky hills dotted with shrubs and sparse trees hid solitary houses with flat roofs, built to catch every drop of rain. Then towers appeared again. Tall yellow walls. Harbors. Cities. Merchant ships from the coasts of Africa to the north of France.

The captain took it in with quiet sorrow: yellow cliffs, blocks of stone, rock carved with the marks of civilizations long gone from this harsh land. Here and there, patches of green beneath thick canopies. Water drawn from stone and stored in cisterns.

He was used to the green landscapes of Rhodes—the scent of pine and lavender, the grand houses of wealthy merchants, vast harbors crowded with galleys.

On the right shore he spotted a lone figure at the water’s edge. A madman, left to wander. The man waved and laughed in ragged, filthy clothes, pointing toward them. The captain frowned and wondered whether the poor soul knew something they did not.

Malta. Hard, rocky shores. Sharp stone and sea.

He had heard of Malta in Jerusalem, from sailors who sailed between Africa and Europe. The island had no rivers, no lakes. In summer the stone grew so hot it felt like bread fresh from the oven. It served as a trading post between Africa and Sicily. Its jagged peaks, like daggers, had wrecked many galleys and dragged sailors down into the depths.

Sailors told darker tales as well: sirens, sea monsters lurking in restless waters, winter storms and cold winds that raised waves and hurled ships against the rocks. Mostly there were no lighthouses. No warnings.

A sailor’s voice suddenly rang out, pulling the captain from his thoughts.

“Captain! Where have you brought us? What miserable island is this? No trees. No green. Nothing but yellow stone!”

The captain straightened, adjusting his cloak as his silver armor caught the sun. As their leader, he was both commander and authority; every eye turned to him, and his word carried the weight of law.

Philip raised his hand and pointed toward the land.

“Anyone who feels he no longer belongs here may board a merchant ship and sail for Rome or Paris. After so many battles, you deserve peace—if you can still find it after so much bloodshed.” He paused, then turned to one of the sailors. “You, Pierre. How many souls have you sent to the next world with the pistol at your belt? Could you go back to Paris now and open a bakery—or a butcher’s shop? Perhaps that would suit you better.”

A murmur passed through the crew. Glances were exchanged. Some smiled. Then one sailor answered loudly.

“Given his experience with women, he would do better opening a brothel.”

Laughter erupted across the deck. The atmosphere became lighter. Faces eased. They realized this was the only place under the sky meant for them. The only place where they belonged. And where they felt safe.

Captain Philip turned to the officer next to him, then glanced at the priest standing behind. With a nod, he issued the order.

“Let’s start the prayer.”

As he struggled to kneel, pain shot through his knee. An officer rushed to help him. The captain knelt on one knee on the wooden deck. The entire crew followed his lead. They knelt down. Heads bowed. Hands clasped. The prayer began.

The priest said, “Amen.”

All answered together, “Amen.”

When the prayer was over, Captain Philip stood up with the help of the officer. He then raised both hands towards the crew and spoke loudly.

“THIS IS NOW OUR HOME! WELCOME TO MALTA!”

The crew got back to their duties, and the deck sprang to life beneath their steps. The captain leaned on one of the officers and, along with three others, headed into his quarters.

A large table covered with papers, worn maps, and various notes stood before him. On it sat a small wooden chest with brass fittings that gleamed like gold, as well as a strange object—a skull from which a writing quill protruded.

“Gentlemen,” the captain announced firmly, frowning at the officers. “I will go ashore in two boats to meet the island’s governor. Those going must be properly dressed, armed, and disciplined. The rest of the galleys should anchor. One boat from each galley will set out for water and supplies. Carry money; everything must be paid for. No stealing; any violation will be punished strictly. In a few days, we will start disembarking fully, ship by ship. After the army and equipment are safely ashore, four galleys will set sail for our families in Tripoli.”

“Captain,” one officer interrupted. “What about the two auxiliary ships carrying the horses? They need food and water.”

The captain looked through the small window and pointed toward a nearby bay.

“They are to disembark as quickly as possible in the first open bay, without any difficulty.”

He waved his hand, and four officers in shiny uniforms disappeared into the darkness beyond the door.

Finally, the grand galley was at anchor, and behind it, two large boats appeared. The oarsmen pushed them quickly toward the bay and shore.

A short man dressed in vibrant, fashionable clothes from Rome or Venice stood in the small harbor. Every few minutes, he wiped his sweaty brow with a lace handkerchief, appearing nervous. His tight garments, probably purchased when he weighed less, seemed to constrict him.

Behind him stood about twenty soldiers in gleaming metal armor, each bearing Sicilian crests. They held long spears decorated with small flags that fluttered in the gentle breeze.

The harbor was well maintained, tucked between the city with its tall skyscrapers and the fortress rising behind it. Several warehouses leaned against the fortress walls, which extended into towers and gun ports.

Caves of various shapes and sizes in the yellow stone stretched along the shore, resembling natural shelters carved by time. Some had narrow, nearly invisible entrances, while others were large enough for wagons. Likely, they served as storage for goods such as fabrics, spices, wine, and other valuables belonging to merchants, left there until they were transported to their next destination.

The two boats docked, and soldiers in shining armor and red tunics with white crosses stepped ashore. They helped each other until the last man jumped onto the stone, followed by the officers, and finally the captain.

They arranged two perfectly aligned ranks. An officer moved carefully between them, inspecting for the slightest flaw in uniform or posture. Satisfied, he approached the captain and, with two others, headed toward the stout man sweating under the sun.

Their cloaks were black, each shoulder marked with a white cross. Beneath them, the red tunic of the knights appeared, creating a striking contrast of red and black. Moving like shadows across the stone ground, they gave the impression of being no ordinary soldiers.

The captain bowed and addressed the man.

“I am Captain Philip de Villiers de L’Isle Adam. These are my officers, Jean and Silvio.”

Everyone bowed slightly. The man crumpled his handkerchief and quickly hid it in his pocket.

“I am Mario del Negrino, governor of Malta and Gozo. Please follow me so we can escape this sun. It’s scorching today.”

A wooden carriage, old and patched with a faded crest on its door, appeared behind the harbor wall. Next to it stood a coachman in a colorful shirt and a slim soldier trying to sit upright.

The governor gestured toward the carriage with a forced smile.

“Please, gentlemen.”

The captain ordered a younger officer to stay with the troops. The officer went back to his men, who still stood at attention. A soldier opened the carriage door and invited the guests inside. Once seated, the door closed, and the carriage moved on.

The road climbed a steep cut, joined by two mounted riders in shining armor with long spears. The captain believed it would be more comfortable on horseback, with less heat.

The governor spoke.

“Captain, I’ve prepared a bath, a hearty meal, and a comfortable bed. My wife has guaranteed you will have the best food we can provide.” He patted his stomach and chuckled. “Everything available will be served to you. I trust you’ll manage the military duties while we look after the island.”

The captain looked at him coldly.

“Have you received instructions from Rome?”

“Yes,” the governor replied, wiping sweat from his brow.

“Then you understand we are taking full control of the islands. We will also oversee the collection of trade revenue. You will get the share that Rome has designated. I trust that is clear.”

The procession moved through rocky terrain, yellow-stone house settlements, and farms with olive groves and palms. Narrow paths weaved between stone walls. People watched the carriage with curiosity. Some turned their heads. Only children ran alongside until dust chased them away.

After a long silence, the captain spoke in a gentler tone.

“How many people live on Malta? What do they do? They seem rather poor.”

“About twelve thousand souls,” the governor responded. “Most are fishermen. There are farms with sheep, goats, a few cows, and horses. We harvest grain when it rains and collect salt from the sea. However, pirates are a problem; they arrive just before harvest.”

“We’ll see,” the captain replied.

The carriage jolted over the rough road between stone walls. In some areas, bright flowers, figs, olives, and other Mediterranean plants softened the scenery.

A fortress crowned a distant rock, standing like the last tooth of an old sailor. It dominated the land and took the breath away from everyone who saw it for the first time.

“Mdina,” the governor said with a smile, watching the awe on the faces of the captain and his officers.

The peaceful sea in the Great Harbor mirrored a surreal scene. Eight large galleys were anchored with sails down, attracting the attention of nearby hill residents. Many watched with hostility; some shook fists or threw stones in protest. The galleys stayed stationary, despite the lively activity around them. Small and large boats transported goods, weapons, barrels of powder, and wine from Africa. Voices echoed loudly. Frustrated petty officers shouted orders, pushing sailors to unload faster. Empty boats arrived and then returned loaded, heavy, and slow, among smaller, quicker crafts that moved swiftly between them like pests. 

Captain Philip observed everything in silence from the walls of Fort Saint Angelo. He wore more comfortable clothes, without armor on his arms and legs. On his chest was the cross of the Knights of Saint John, laid over iron mail on red cloth, while a blue tricorn hat adorned with exotic bird feathers sat atop his head.

He watched the movement of men and cargo below. To an untrained eye, it might have looked like chaos, but everything was under control. An officer approached and reported a few minor quarrels among the sailors. The captain wasn’t worried. Essentially, everything was proceeding as planned.

“A new home again. Unpacking. Moving into new quarters. Taking over buildings. Arguing with the locals,” the captain sighed, lost in thought until a soldier approached and spoke.

“Captain, some of the locals are below. They wish to address you.”

The captain turned to the officer and nodded.

“Very well. Let’s go.”

They gradually descended from the high walls into the depths of Fort Saint Angelo. Moving through narrow passages, they sometimes stepped into sunlight and other times dwelled in deep shadow. Stone staircases and hallways guided them to a small square, surrounded by yellow buildings constructed from evenly cut stone blocks. The ground was paved with worn slabs from frequent use. Reed awnings extended in front of some buildings. Soldiers carried muskets and powder inside.

Three soldiers with spears and several civilians stood before an awning. Behind them, a wooden table was set with an ornately decorated chair. The captain approached, and soldiers and townspeople stepped aside. With the officer’s help, and because of the pain in his knee, he sat in the chair under the shade of the reed awning.

“My lord, welcome,” one of the townsmen said nervously, twisting his cap in his hands. “We have come to ask something of you.”

The captain gestured for him to continue.

“We are poor. We have very little. We see that many soldiers and sailors have arrived. We hope you will not take our food.”

Another man standing behind him added quietly, “Nor our women, my lord.”

The captain looked at them darkly, anger flashing in his eyes.

“We didn’t come here to plunder or starve you. Nor to touch your women. Today, I will issue a decree on trade and exchange between the people of this island. Anyone who breaks it will be punished severely.”

The townspeople straightened up and started murmuring to each other in their native language. Finally, one of them stepped forward, apologized, and expressed trust that the captain would keep his promise.

Meanwhile, sailors crossed the square with muskets on carts and over their shoulders. One of them stumbled, causing the muskets to clatter to the ground, with one hitting the cock...

A shot rang out!

The blast echoed through the square, amplified by the surrounding walls. The captain ducked under the table. An officer hurried over to him. The townspeople dropped to the ground, clutching their heads. The square filled with smoke and the sharp scent of powder.

“Captain, are you hurt?” the officer asked.

The captain angrily waved him off and stood up, steadying himself against the table. The officer ran out from beneath the awning and pushed past soldiers checking themselves for wounds. He reached the terrified sailor lying among the muskets.

“My lord, I didn’t know it was loaded... I’m sorry...,” the sailor stammered while another tried to pull him to his feet.

The officer, in a fury, drew his sword and pointed it at the man.

“What are you doing, you fool? Do you want to get us all killed? I’ll throw you into a cave with the rats. Silvio!” the captain shouted.

The officer responded to the voice, glanced briefly at the sailor and his sword, then muttered to himself before approaching the captain.

The captain stood next to a wall, looking at the hole in the stone where the ball hit. He ran his hand across the rock and seemed almost satisfied.

“Silvio, look at this block of stone. Here. Where the shot entered.”

The officer moved closer, nearly rubbing his hat against the wall. He noticed the clean hole, pressed his hand against the stone, and smiled. Then he turned to the captain, who was smiling as well.

“The stone didn’t crack! The stone didn’t crack!”

“Yes,” the captain replied, still excited.

“It absorbed the force of the shot. Stone that absorbs. The best kind for defense!”

The officer nodded and laughed. The captain embraced him with one arm.

“Perhaps this island holds a few more pleasant surprises for us.”

In higher spirits, they returned beneath the reed awning as the townspeople watched in confusion, unable to comprehend the joy over a single piece of stone.
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CHAPTER 2
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Dragut and Gozo

July, 1551

Early morning, with the sun just risen over Malta’s eastern horizon, the warm air already carried the promise of heat and a Saharan wind that would soon scorch the island’s burning stone.

A small boy sat on a rock above the water. With a long stick, he tried to reach a piece of cloth floating on the surface of the sea. He touched the fabric with the tip, but its soaked weight kept him from drawing it closer.

He suddenly straightened. His focus shifted from the colorful cloth. He lifted one hand to shade his eyes and looked out toward the open sea. A dark shape appeared on the horizon. Then another. Then a third. A fourth. A tenth. He began to count. He dropped the stick and ran along the rocky shore as if chased by a pack of dogs.

He ran without stopping for breath, used to racing across stone fields with other children and farm animals. He leapt over low dry-stone walls, crossed rocky ridges, and finally reached a small farm built of carefully cut yellow blocks, surrounded by stone walls.

“Father! Father! Ships! So many!” the boy shouted, gasping for breath.

The door opened. His father stepped out, wiping his hands on a faded, torn cloth.

“What ships? Where from? How many?”

“Many ships, father... Like olives spilled across the floor.”

The father placed a hand on his forehead.

“Go to the harbor. Find our people... or the soldiers. Quickly!”

As the father hurried to fetch a donkey from the outbuilding, the boy was already running toward the small port town.

Inside the fortress, a large chamber was decorated with banners, shields, and portraits of knights. Officers, speaking loudly and with agitation, had gathered there. One of them stepped away and approached a man seated alone at a table, his head bowed.

“My lord, the Turkish fleet is approaching. Dragut is at the gates. We must prepare for defense.”

Lord Pierre was the successor to the renowned Captain Philip, but he lacked his sharpness and determination. He looked at the officers with uncertainty in his eyes.

“Gentlemen, what do you propose?”

The officers exchanged disappointed looks. One finally spoke.

“My lord, send galleys eastward and request help from Sicily and Tripoli.”

Another added,

“Evacuate the villagers into the fortresses at once!”

A third spoke next.

“Send a warning to Gozo. They must prepare and seek shelter behind their walls.”

Pierre lifted his head and spoke quietly.

“Do all of that... as quickly as possible.”

Then he lowered his gaze again, as if weighed down by exhaustion, though in truth he was concealing fear.

The galley commanded by Admiral Dragut first appeared on the horizon. Behind it followed more galleys and support ships, like a swarm of locusts over the fields. A hungry threat was nearing Malta.

––––––––
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FROM THE DECK, DRAGUT watched the shore with the strength of his fleet behind him. His cannons, renowned across the Mediterranean for their destructive power, stood ready beside the eager officers surrounding him, all of them glad they would finally strike Malta—the stone that had long troubled them.

“Have we finally caught them off guard, my lord?” one asked.

Dragut answered with a dark gleam in his eyes.

“We have. Now they’ll feel it.” He gave the order. “Let the galleys approach from the south. Begin the landings. Send a detachment between Gozo and Malta.”

––––––––
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INSIDE THE FORTRESS of Mdina, deep within the island, villagers from coastal settlements and distant farms gathered. They crossed the wooden bridge into the city with their animals as soldiers prepared along the ramparts. Stones were moved, cannons set in place, and powder barrels brought up. Muskets, pistols, long spears, and swords were made ready. Red flags with a white cross fluttered along the walls, symbols of hope and defiance.

The people moved quietly, fear plain on their faces. Some were crying, and parents held their children tightly, as if they were something precious. Others begged the guards to send cavalry to those left outside, but the soldiers kept pushing them forward.

“Faster, people! Move! Dragut is coming!”

The Turkish army had already landed in the south, setting up camps on the hills. Cavalry hauled cannons as columns of infantry marched to the sound of drums and horns.

Inside a large tent, Dragut sat over a map of Malta, pointing out locations to his officers.

“Is there resistance?” he asked with satisfaction.

A cavalry officer bowed.

“My lord, there are only scattered farms. We captured several peasants. What shall we do with them?”

Dragut waved him off.

“We’ve no food for prisoners. The supply ships are delayed. Deal with it.”

“Yes, my lord.” The officer left without another word.

The Turkish army didn’t attack the fortresses all at once. Instead, they raided and burned smaller villages. Days passed, filled with bloodshed. Those who remained in their homes were slaughtered, and blood flowed down the yellow stone, with no rain to wash it away.

Some villagers took refuge in caves, but the Turks deployed trained tracking dogs. Starved and then given meat when they caught the scent of humans, the animals led soldiers to the hiding places. Entire families were slaughtered; some were killed outright, while others were buried alive in their shelters.

Dragut’s army was a gathering of the worst scum from across the Mediterranean, from Bulgaria to Morocco. No mercy. No law.

At last, they reached Mdina. The fortress stood tall and proud, too strong for ladders and impossible to undermine. Dragut faced it, helpless. Every tactic he knew for conquering cities failed here.

To approach the walls, he would need enough powder to fill ten galleys. To breach them, two more.

An officer entered the tent and bowed.

“My lord, the supply ships haven’t arrived yet. There’s still no word.”

Dragut angrily overturned the table.

“How am I supposed to attack the Maltese knights without powder?! Where are those damned ships?!”

The officer stepped back, knowing there could be no attack without powder.

Dragut controlled almost the entire island, but it wasn’t enough. He craved gold. He wanted to sell women and children to Africa. He was obsessed with gold. The thought consumed him.

“We’ll attack Gozo,” he thought. “One fortress. Fewer troops. There must be gold there.” He smiled and summoned his adjutant.

“Send word to everyone. We’re withdrawing the army. We’re moving to Gozo.”

––––––––

[image: ]


TRIPOLI

Its walls faced north toward the Mediterranean and Europe, and south toward the endless Sahara. The streets were narrow and filled with the scents of spices, incense, and sea salt. Markets echoed with a mix of languages—Arabic, Italian, and Maltese. The sounds of merchants’ shouts and church bells blended with the call to prayer from the minarets.

The news reached the governor quickly. Knight Jean de la Valette, caught off guard in his chambers, dressed at once and checked every detail of his gear. He was tall and strong—a soldier in his prime. His body had been hardened by years at the oars during four years of Turkish captivity.

He thought: “Strike the Turks, hurt them. But where? How?” If he sailed for Malta, his ships might be lost. The Turks had likely surrounded the island with hundreds of galleys.

Then came a moment of resolve. All doubt fell away. He opened the door and addressed an officer.

“Prepare the galleys. We sail for Malta at once. Our people need help.”

Four great galleys set sail for Malta.

The captain was summoned to the deck near the island of Lampedusa. He climbed up quickly as an officer pointed out dark shapes on the horizon. Behind them, a storm was approaching, black clouds rolling like a wall and driving ships to flee.

“Warships?” Captain Jean asked.

“Transports coming from the direction of Tunis.”

“Merchants?”

“Perhaps.”

Captain Jean remained silent, stroked his beard, and gazed into the distance. He weighed whether to continue to Malta or inspect the ships. Then he turned to the officer and smiled.

“We’ll need to verify that. Be ready to pull back. Keep the oarsmen ready—the storm’s closing in on us.”

The galleys closed the distance as everyone stood silent and tense on deck. Behind them, the storm grew fiercer, a cold, damp wind blowing into the captain’s face. Lightning split the sky at intervals, heightening the sense of impending disaster.

Suddenly, someone from the crew shouted.

“Turkish ships!”

Chaos broke out at once. Thunder and shouted orders drove the crews into action. They hurried to their battle stations.

“Transport ships of the Turkish army,” one officer said with satisfaction. “Likely fleeing the storm.”

Captain Jean gave the order.

“Prepare for battle! Load the cannons!” Then, more quietly, “Signal the other ships.”

Preparations began as officers signaled the other galleys with flags and the crews took their positions. Cannons were loaded with explosive shot to inflict maximum damage in the first strike. Time was running out, and the storm was closing fast. From the west, clouds churned like a black dragon breathing fire.

The war galleys carried cannons of varying range. Their advantage lay in speed and agility. The Turkish transports were slow and heavy, with no cannons. Their hulls were widened for cargo.

The captain ordered them into an attack line. Despite the rough sea, the galleys struggled to maneuver into position, one behind the other. The Turkish ships, like wounded wooden birds, tried to scatter and escape. The wind refused to cooperate. It shifted their course and pushed them into an even worse position.

The first galley overtook the slowest ship and smashed its rudder with direct hits. Another vessel was badly damaged. Explosions, smoke, and cries filled the air. Turkish sailors leapt into the sea. The crew of the first galley reloaded as the second closed in.

The captain stood at the stern of his ship and watched. There would be no second attempt. The storm wouldn’t allow it. Time was running out.

The second galley fired a volley of incendiary shots toward the Turkish vessel trapped between the others. Suddenly an explosion erupted, making the sea tremble. Flames and splinters of wood scattered through the air. The blast split one ship in two, while another lost its stern and began to sink. A third vessel tilted upward before slipping beneath the sea.

The captain raised his hand to shield his face as heat from the flames struck him. The smell of gunpowder and burning wood filled the air. When he opened his eyes again, he addressed the officer beside him.

“Powder...” he murmured.

“A shame we didn’t take it.”

He watched the ships burn and sink. The fourth vessel, struck by the remaining galleys, soon disappeared beneath the churning water that washed away the debris of war, leaving only the restless sea behind.

The storm was raging.

Captain Jean now faced an enemy that couldn’t be fought. His only option was to escape.

Rain and wind intensified with every minute. He moved toward the officer and gave the order.

“Break ahead of the storm immediately. Each captain will rely on his own judgment. There’s no time for formations. Send word to everyone.” He paused, looked at the black clouds, then added in a calm, steady voice, “We’ll meet in Tripoli.”

––––––––
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GOZO WAS A SMALL ISLAND with about a thousand residents, located just a few kilometers from Malta. It consisted mainly of scattered poor farms and fishing settlements tucked into sheltered coves. Square houses of yellow stone stood within enclosed plots. A few small villages in the island’s center were surrounded by low walls that wouldn’t stop even a poorly organized army. At its heart stood a stronger fortress manned by about a hundred soldiers, mostly young men born on the island.

In little time and with minimal resistance, Dragut transferred his entire army by galley to Gozo. The island offered only weak opposition, and the fortress garrison surrendered after just a few days of fighting. When Dragut reached the modest fort and saw a few prisoners, he ordered their execution at once. The women and children captured by his soldiers were taken to the galleys to be sold in Morocco.

Dragut sat in his tent, dark and silent. An officer stood beside him, pale as cloth, fear plain on his face. All the officers feared Dragut. It was known that when he was in a foul mood, he might draw his yatagan and, without mercy, run through even one of his own officers if he judged him unfit in that moment.

Before the large tent raised for Dragut stood his loyal guard. Around it, dozens of smaller tents stretched out where common soldiers and horsemen rested, seeking rare patches of shade beneath the trees.

“Any news of the transport from Morocco?” Dragut asked sharply.

“Not yet, my lord. We expect them at any moment.” The officer hesitated, then added in a calming tone, “All the men and older boys have been executed. The women are on the galleys. Some heads have been placed on stakes around the fortress to force any remaining villagers to surrender. We’ve brought tracking dogs to find those hiding in caves.”

Dragut watched him in silence, then spoke.

“I’ll go with you. A bit of fresh air will do me good and give me a chance to stretch my legs. Get my gear and pistols ready.”

The officer looked visibly relieved. The tension drained from his face at once.

“It will be ready, my lord.” He bowed deeply and hurried out of the tent.

Several days before the Turkish army landed, on a farm in the central part of Gozo, a man and a woman hurried to hide food and anything they thought worth saving. A boy and a girl stood in front of the house. The girl, Fiona, was about six years old. The boy, Antonio, was two years older. Fiona clutched a torn piece of cloth in her arms, a rag that only she could see as a doll, while Antonio held his sister tightly, as if his small body could shield her from the evil gathering around them. Both cried and sobbed, their faces smeared with tears and dust, standing motionless in the doorway as they waited for their parents to appear. At last, the man and woman came out. He went to the door of a low outbuilding, grabbed a prepared burlap sack, slung it over his shoulder, and gave a short command.

“Let’s go.”

The woman followed him, crying softly, while the children walked behind, holding hands and wiping away the tears that streamed down their faces. The man held his burden tightly as he led the quiet procession along narrow paths between stone walls toward a distant hill.

They found a boy sitting alone at a crossroads, his head buried in his knees. He was crying. They recognized him as Marko, the son of a farm near the harbor. He had escaped but collapsed from thirst and hunger.

“Marko, how did you end up here? Where are your parents? Did they manage to escape?”

The boy answered through his sobs.

“The Turks took them... I ran.”

The man held out his hand.

“Come with us.”

Between the stone walls that divided the fields, they went on, crying quietly. They reached steep rocks separating two hills. The man gathered the three children into a hug for a moment, fighting back tears.

“You’ll go in here, into this small cave. I’ll close it with stone.” He wiped his eyes with his sleeve. The children cried harder, not wanting to part from their parents. The man forced a smile through his tears. “We’ll be just beyond the hill in a larger cave. We’ll come for you once we move the goats.” He turned to Marko, taking him by the shoulders. “You’re the oldest. There’s food and water. And a small rabbit from our farm. If soldiers come with dogs, release the rabbit through the gap. The dogs will follow it.”

Marko bowed his head and took the sack, tears in his eyes. All three then entered the cave. The man and woman moved a large flat stone to cover the entrance, sealing most of it. To make it seem undisturbed, they spread brush and thorns around the seal.

Darkness settled inside. The children huddled together, watching the last strips of light fade. Fiona soon drifted off to sleep, clutching her rag doll.

Suddenly, Marko rose as high as the low ceiling allowed and moved toward a small opening where a thin beam of light entered. In the distance he heard dogs barking, and the sound was drawing closer. He saw Turkish riders, spears tipped with small flags, and men speaking a language he didn’t understand, laughing over the noise of the dogs. Soldiers moved slowly in a column, both footmen and horsemen, nearly upon their hiding place. One of them led three black dogs, though it seemed the dogs led him. Furious and restless, they dragged him forward like a three-headed Cerberus, sniffing the stones and the air. Then they barked—they had caught the scent of living beings. They pulled the soldier toward the rock that sealed the cave entrance.

Dragut sat silently on horseback, his polished pistols at the ready. He wore shining armor topped with a bright helmet adorned with a crescent and a green scarf. Everything gleamed in the sunlight as he waited for something to emerge from the darkness.

“Anything?” one rider asked.

“The dogs are restless. There’s something here,” another answered.

One dog began digging beneath the stone. Marko retreated deeper into the cave. He looked at Antonio, frozen with fear, and signaled for silence. Fiona still slept. Marko took the rabbit from the sack and gently pulled the sack over Fiona’s head so she wouldn’t wake. The rabbit trembled but didn’t run. Marko pushed it through a small opening toward the light. When the rabbit saw the dogs, it bolted at once, darting between soldiers’ legs and under horses. The dogs broke free and chased after it. Chaos erupted. Horses reared. Soldiers stumbled. Some ran after the dogs, but the rabbit was already gone. Amid the confusion, no one watched the stone. Most of the soldiers moved on.

Dragut shouted in anger.

“Move on, you fools!”

When everything fell silent, he remained with his guard. He dismounted and went to the rock. He pushed aside the thorny branches and pressed his face close to the stone, searching for a crack to peer inside. He stared into the darkness for a long time but saw nothing. Disappointed, he gave up. He stood there a while longer in silence, looking with a kind of frustrated sadness at the pistols he never got to use. Then a rider appeared and called to him. Dragut muttered a curse under his breath, put the pistols back on his belt, mounted his horse, and led the guard away behind the stone walls.

When Dragut finally left the cave, Marko quietly moved toward the narrow opening through which a faint line of light entered. He wanted to see what was happening outside and whether the soldiers had truly gone. Through the slit, he saw only one man—an officer in a bright uniform and shining armor—moving carefully among the low rocks with pistols still in his hands. It was clear he was a high-ranking commander. The gleam of his metal, the fine cloth, and the richness of his gear left no doubt. Marko memorized every detail: the helmet glinting in the sun, the green band and golden crescent at its center. He studied the lines of the man’s face, the beard, the mustache, the shape of his nose—anything that might help him recognize that devil in human form someday. That man was responsible for his parents’ death and the suffering of Gozo. The Antichrist.

Meanwhile, Dragut sat in his tent near a small harbor on Gozo, restless. He kept stepping outside to watch the southern horizon over the sea, waiting for the transport ships from Morocco. His unease grew with every hour that brought no supplies and no powder. He knew that if help didn’t arrive soon, he would have to retreat, leaving Malta wounded—like an apple bitten and abandoned.

He was sitting and drinking tea when hurried footsteps burst into the tent. An officer entered and brought news from Morocco. A small, swift merchant vessel had just docked, carrying messages through Tunis. Dragut allowed himself to hope that, at last, there might be some good news.

“Bring him in at once!” he commanded loudly.

The boat captain entered with his head bowed, holding his cap in his hands.

“Salaam-Alaikum, my lord.”

“Alaikum-Salaam,” Dragut answered shortly, already losing patience. “Speak! Quickly! Where is my transport? Where is the powder?”

He gripped the man’s shoulder. The captain trembled and began to stammer.

“My lord... The ships were lost in the storm. No sign, no word. The men in Tripoli say the knights might have sunk them. But it’s not certain...”

As he spoke, the captain edged backward, sensing his life hung by a thread.

A roar burst from the command tent. Curses and the crash of objects followed. The officer and the captain stumbled outside and moved aside, signaling the others to keep back.

Objects flew through the air—tea cups, papers, decorations torn from the tent poles. Sitting beside an overturned table, Dragut’s eyes, red with fury, burned with rage as he clutched his head. From time to time he reached for his blade but stopped himself at the last moment.

At last he straightened. He forced himself calm. He adjusted his uniform, set his gleaming helmet straight, and stepped out of the tent.

The soldiers scattered as soon as they saw him, while the officers stood in silence, pale and afraid, bowing without a word and avoiding his gaze.

Dragut shouted, consumed by rage.

“Everyone, pack up! We’re sailing for Morocco! We’ll show those knights in Tripoli. We’ll take their heads and set them on stakes. Move out! Now!” He shoved one of the officers aside with a sweep of his arm. “As for the prisoners... the soldiers and villagers you’ve captured—cut off their heads, set them on stakes, and leave them where they’ll greet the cowards hiding in Mdina! Prepare at once! We move now!”
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CHAPTER 3
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Fiona, Anthony, and Firas

Tripoli

The fortress near the harbor controlled the surrounding area, surrounded by smaller houses with flat roofs and many windows covered with reeds and colorful fabrics to shield the inhabitants from the North African sun. Palm trees, olive groves, and various Mediterranean fruits grew around it. Narrow streets, filled with the scents of flowers, dates, and processed leather, led to smaller squares crowded with stalls where the murmur of people, the movement of domestic animals, and the constant shouting of merchants blended together. Women with covered faces carried jars of water, while men with sun-lined foreheads and windswept features hurried past. Children’s laughter and the sound of running echoed through the maze of walls and tall windows.

Jean de la Valette was sitting in the shade of an old olive tree in the corner of a small square surrounded by tall buildings, together with several friends who were knights. A modest feast was laid out on a large stone table: jugs of wine, bowls of goat cheese, and flatbread. As the hot noon loosened their tongues and the wine flowed, laughter and loud arguments soon echoed.

Years had already passed since the attack on Gozo, and few still thought or mentioned it. The concern remained hidden deep inside them, but they knew—through informants and merchant ships sailing from Egypt to Morocco—that a new threat was approaching. Black storm clouds filled with the scent of death gathered, and they realized they would have to leave this city and its beautiful coastline, just as they once left the lush Greek islands.

However, used to life at sea with a sword, they paid little attention. They often joked and made witty remarks while talking about mysterious women, wine, and desert adventures. 

At that moment, an alarm sounded, but it wasn’t the one the guard had announced when the city was in danger. A small boy sprinted through the great gate that separated the town from the fortress, chased by Arab merchants, several mangy dogs, and finally two breathless soldiers. The boy darted around like a squirrel, while the merchants tried to stop him. All this chaos the knights watched as if it were a play, sitting at their stone table and cheering: some for the boy to be caught, others for him to escape.

When he realized escape was impossible, the boy ran to the table and hid underneath it, curling up by the knights’ legs. Some knights fell backward, losing their balance, but laughter drowned out any signs of anger.

Finally, one of the knights seized the “little squirrel” and sat him at the table, holding him securely with both hands. Instead of resisting, the boy, overwhelmed with thirst, quickly reached for a cup of wine and started to drink. The knights burst into laughter, encouraging him to drink even more.

Jean de la Valette raised his hand and halted the merchants and soldiers who, ignoring the knights’ presence, were approaching the table, clearly intent on taking the boy away.

“Stop! Gentlemen... Slow down. You see that the boy is our guest,” he said calmly. Even louder laughter echoed from the table. “What has the little one done?” he asked with a smile, pointing to the boy who now clung tightly to the leg of one of the knights.

“My lord, forgive me, but he stole a silver dish and a coffee pot in front of my shop!” shouted one merchant angrily, pointing a finger at the boy.

“Pay this gentleman for the damage,” Jean said in a more serious tone, tossing a small purse of silver coins onto the table. “And please disperse from the square so we can finish our lunch.”

At that moment, soldiers from the fortress arrived and led the entire group toward the exit, despite the merchants’ protests.

Jean then turned to the boy, who was already covered in chicken that had been brought to the table in the meantime, and whose eyes sparkled from the wine. He was around ten years old, thin, ragged, and dark-skinned.

“What’s your name, boy? Where are you from? Where are your parents?” Jean asked him.

The boy looked at him and said:

“My name is Firas. I am from Tunis. I came with the merchants.”

“You probably didn’t steal anything. They falsely accused you!” one of the knights added with a laugh.

“I did,” Firas answered calmly. “To sell. For food.”

Laughter burst again around the table. One of the knights spoke to another in French:

“The boy is honest. He’s got balls.”

To everyone’s surprise, Firas answered in clear French:

“Of course. I have to survive. I’m an orphan.”

Jean then looked at him seriously and asked:

“You speak French? Where did you learn it?”

“In Tunis, from the monk Zachariah. I know Italian as well,” he added, chewing the chicken.

Jean poured the boy more wine and asked him:

“Firas, will you work for me? You will always have food and good clothes. You’ll watch over and clean my weapons, clothes, and equipment.”

The boy looked at him with dark eyes and replied in a steady voice.

“I will, but only if you promise that I will also become a knight and wear silver armor.”

The knights laughed loudly once more, and Jean, lifting his cup of wine, said:

“Agreed. If you’re brave and loyal, you’ll become a knight.”

The laughter continued, and little Firas, without paying attention, greedily ate the remains of the chicken as if it were his last meal.

––––––––
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THE FORTRESS OF MDINA

Massive stone arches supported the wooden bridge as a silent procession of soldiers moved across it. Among them, three children with lowered heads walked as if condemned for some crime.

The soldiers at the fortress entrance watched them with sadness; news of the three survivors from Gozo had already reached their ears. The procession moved between the tall stone walls of houses and palaces along narrow paved streets, all the way to the Knights of Saint John command building. A guard was waiting for them at the door. He opened it and shouted loudly:

“They’re here!”

The escort soldiers stayed outside, while the guard took the three children upstairs into a larger room where an officer was seated at a big table. Several other officers gathered around him, all visibly surprised and shaken by what they saw.

One boy held the girl close beside him in an embrace, while the older one stood apart, silent, head bowed as if ashamed to meet the knights’ gaze.

The officer looked at them with sorrow, then addressed the guard who had brought them in:

“Are these the ones?”

“They are, sir,” the guard answered and left, closing the door behind him.

A tense silence filled the room, the kind of silence that says more than words ever could. Finally, the officer spoke softly, more like a parent than a soldier.

“Are you hungry? Are you hurt?”

The oldest boy lifted his head and quietly shook it, signaling that they weren’t.

“What are your names? How old are you?”

“Marko,” the boy answered. “I’m ten years old. This is Antonio and his sister Fiona. They are six and eight years old.” He paused for a moment, then quietly added, with his gaze lowered, “Where are our parents?”

Tears ran down his cheeks.

The officer looked at the other officers, who quietly observed the children, then said:

“What should we do with them? Someone has to take care of them.”

One of the officers approached the table and said quietly to him:

“The oldest one... He can come with us right away. He’ll start training. He could become a good soldier.”

Another one joined in, speaking in a quieter but steady voice:

“I will take the brother and sister. We have one child, and enough space for two more... Of course, if you agree.”

The officer at the table first looked at the children, then at the other officers, and everyone nodded in agreement.

The officer approached the children and softly placed a hand on Marko’s shoulder. He quietly told him to go with the soldier who had just appeared at the door. Then he moved toward his brother and sister, who sobbed in fear, and held them close. After a few moments, he spoke to them in a gentle voice:

“Everything is fine... Go with the officer and don’t be afraid. I promise I will visit you and ensure your safety.”

The soldier gently grasped Mark by the shoulder. With tears streaming down his cheeks, Mark obeyed silently. He followed him, then paused at the threshold and exchanged a look with his brother and sister, saying goodbye. He then disappeared behind the massive door.

The officer then moved closer to Anthony and Fiona, leaning in slightly and softly pulling them toward him with one arm. In a kind, reassuring tone, he asked them to accompany him. The children exchanged glances, squeezed each other’s hands, and silently followed him, as if in a trance. Once they crossed the threshold, the door closed behind them.

Six years passed in an illusion of peace. During that time, many things changed in the Mediterranean. The shadow of the Turkish sword fell ever deeper around Malta, circling closer like an eagle hunting its prey. Everyone expected that dark day. 

Cities along the coasts of Italy, Sicily, Sardinia, and even as far south as France burned one after another. News arrived rarely, almost solely through the remaining merchant ships that avoided the Turkish fleet and hid among smaller islands, searching for a safe route to Palermo and Rome. Those days were filled with waiting, uncertainty, and constant glances toward the open sea.

Tripoli soon fell because its distance from the Christian coast made it nearly impossible to defend. Jean de la Valette made a tough but wise decision to withdraw and save the people and the fleet. Thanks to extraordinary maneuvers, he was able to evade numerous Turkish galleys and return to Malta without significant losses.

Everyone longed for his return. The fleet under his command brought hope and a sense of safety, and when it finally appeared on the horizon, it was welcomed like the triumphant return of a Roman Caesar. By then, Jean had already attained the rank of admiral.

On the stone railing in front of a tall house in the harbor, two young people watched the fleet arrive: a girl in a black cloak with a white cross on her left shoulder, and her brother, about seventeen, dressed in a cavalry uniform with a red tunic and a white cross on his chest. They enjoyed their stories more than the commotion of the ceremonial welcome. Instead of pushing to greet the admiral, they laughed joyfully and youthfully, recounting stories and mishaps from their lives. 
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