
HISTORIC EPIC BATTLE SYSTEM
The Great Siege of Malta

Suleiman the Magnificent’s 30,000 strong armada 
descends on the 500 beleaguered Knights of St 
John and the defending people of Malta, with the 
express purpose of wiping them from existence, and 
changing the course of European history forever...

    Game ObjectiveGame Objective
1565, St. Elmo’s Pay retells the story of the Greatest 
Siege in History: The Great Siege of Malta. The 
winner will be the first player to:

 Destroy two Frontiers of enemy troops at The
 Great Siege of Malta, or

 Destroy their opponent’s Leader, or

 Have their opponent run out of cards in
 their card deck.
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   Components   Components

Objective Decks
Each player has their own Objective deck, which 
is placed in the same set order each game. The 
players race to defeat each of the Objectives in 
their deck, in alphabetical order, to reach their final 
Objective card – The Great Siege of Malta. Once 
that’s revealed, they can begin dealing damage to 
Frontiers of enemy troops (represented by Frontier 
cards) to try and win the game.

Advanced Objective Variant: Players may wish to 
shuffle their Objective decks to mix things up, but 
they must keep Objective G as their last Objective.

RulesRules
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When Played: Learned – Draw 1 card.
Action: Commander – Move 1 Order of Malta 
Unit or Character to a different Frontier.

Piyale Pasha defeated de Sande 5 years previously 
at Djerba, where he erected a pyramid of skulls  
from the 5,000 men killed in battle or executed.  
This grim edifice lasted until the 19th century.

Don Alvaro de Sande
Spanish Commander

Order of Malta, Spanish
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Card Decks
Each player has their own unique card deck that 
reflects the forces under their control and the tactics 
they’ll employ to win The Great Siege of Malta.  
A player’s deck contains army cards which may be 
played to the battlefield. Army cards consist of Units, 
Characters, and a Leader.

Units represent bands of fighting men and   
 may be one of five types: Artillery,  
 Cavalry, Infantry, Navy, or Ranged.

Characters represent the individuals who   
 command the army.

Leaders are Characters in all respects, with   
 one exception: if a player’s Leader is   
 destroyed, they lose the game.

A player’s deck also contains the following strategic 
and tactical elements.

Events  represent unexpected twists. An   
    event is a one-use effect which, after  
    being paid for and resolved, is placed  
    on the player’s discard pile. 

Tactics  represent battle capabilities. A   
    tactics card is placed in the player’s   
    reserve area.

Attachments represent enhanced capabilities. 
    An attachment specifies what it can  
    be attached to, and usually alters the  
    attached card’s capabilities. 

Advanced Deck Variant: Players may agree to 
customise their faction decks before play by 
removing cards as they wish, in which case both 
players must have a minimum deck size of 50 cards.

     Card Attributes
1. Name   name of this card.

2. Traits   attributes that may be   
     referenced by card effects. 

3. Type    defines the rules associated   
     with this card. 

4. Cost    the resource cost to play  
 (red wax seal) this card. 

5. Zeal (cross)  this card’s Zeal Battle Value.

6. Might (cannon) this card’s Might Battle Value.

7. Health (teardrop) the amount of damage   
     required to destroy this card.

8. Resources   the number of resources this  
 (green wax seal) card can generate.

9. Abilities   this card’s special capabilities.

10. Flavour  historical quote or  
     background; no game effect.

11. Card number identifies this card.

Combining GamesCombining Games
To combine 1565, St. Elmo’s Pay with another 
Historic Epic Battle System game such as   
1066, Tears to Many Mothers players simply choose 
any faction’s card and Objective deck to play with, 
e.g. Normans Vs. Ottomans. The game terms 
‘Frontier’ and ‘Wedge’ are interchangeable.
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Setup Setup 

1. Randomly decide a choosing player. That player  
 chooses to either play as the Ottomans or   
 the Order of Malta, with the other player taking  
 the remaining faction. Each player takes the
 Objective deck and card deck for their faction,
 plus all damage tokens in their faction’s colour.

2. The Ottoman player takes the first player marker.

3. Place the three Frontier cards face-up in the  
 middle of the table between the two players,   
 left to right from the Ottoman player’s    
 perspective: St. Elmo, Senglea, Birgu. This   
 defines the three columns, or Frontiers, that will  
 form the battlefield as per the example    
 layout below.

Each Frontier card represents a few thousand soldiers from each faction  
battling it out; and each damage token on a Frontier represents a
couple of hundred casualties inflicted by the faction that placed it.

4. With the Ottoman player placing first, each   
 player places their Leader card on their side of   
 the table adjacent to (and hence belonging to) a  
 Frontier. This defines each player’s respective  
 Row 1 of the battlefield. The Order of Malta   
 player may place their Leader card in the same  
 or a different Frontier as the Ottoman    
 Leader card.

5. Each player arranges their Objective deck into a 
 face-up pile sorted by letter, with Objective A on 
 top and Objective G at the bottom.

6. Each player shuffles their card deck, places it   
 facedown beside them, and draws 4 cards   
 to form their hand. After reviewing their hand,   
 each player has one opportunity to shuffle their  
 hand back into their deck and draw a new hand  
 of 4 cards. 

EXAMPLE LAYOUTEXAMPLE LAYOUT

Reserves (Tactics)

The first player to destroy two Frontiers at The Great 
Siege of Malta wins the game.

“Was it really the greatest siege? Greater even than 
Rhodes?” – Catherine de Medici
“Yes, Madame, greater even than Rhodes. It was the greatest 
siege in history” – Knight Commander de la Roche

The Great Siege of Malta
21st May 1565

O
bjective
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Action: Commander – Move 1 Ottoman Unit 
or Character to a different Frontier.
Leader – If this card is destroyed, the 
Ottoman player loses the game.

An experienced commander with an explosive 
temper who was particularly cruel, Mustafa Pasha 
was in charge of Suleiman’s land campaign  
in Malta.

Mustafa Pasha
Campaign Commander

Ottoman, Pasha
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Action: Commander – Move 1 Order of Malta 
Unit or Character to a different Frontier.
Leader – If this card is destroyed, the Order of 
Malta player loses the game.

At 70 years old in the year of the siege, La Valette had 
devoted his whole life to the Order of St. John. “Devout, 
wise, intelligent... Tall and well made, of commanding 
presence, and he carries well his dignity of Grand 
Master” – Francisco Balbi

Jean Parisot de Valette
Grand Master

Order of Malta
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This Objective is destroyed automatically. When 
destroyed, move on to the next Objective.

The Ottoman Empire clashes with Europe in a long series 
of conflicts. After landing on, but failing to conquer the 
heavily defended island of Malta, Turgut instead completely 
depopulates neighbouring Gozo, enslaving all 5,000 
inhabitants.

Turgut Raids Gozo
1551
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To prepare for a game of 1565, St. Elmo’s Pay, players first resolve the following steps in order.

First player marker
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GameplayGameplay

1565, St. Elmo’s Pay is played over a number of 
rounds. Each round, players will take turns to play 
cards to the battlefield, play tactics cards to their 
reserve area, and execute card abilities in an attempt 
to meet their Objectives as quickly as possible and 
then deal damage to Frontiers to win the game.

Each round consists of the following four phases:

1. Preparation

2. Deployment

3. Frontier

4. Objective

1. Preparation Phase

The following steps are performed in order.

Step 1: Victory Check
If neither player has cards in their card deck, the 
game immediately ends in a tie. If one player 
has no cards in their draw deck, their opponent 
immediately wins the game. 

Step 2: Draw Cards
Each player with more than 6 cards in hand must 
choose and discard cards from their hand until they 
have 6 cards in hand.

Each player then simultaneously draws 2 cards. If a 
player only has 1 card remaining in their card deck, 
they draw that 1 card instead. (In the first round, this 
means that each player will now have 6 cards.)

Advanced Drafting Variant: Each player draws 3 
cards – or as many as are left in their draw deck if 
there are fewer than 3 remaining – then discards 1 
card from their hand; not being limited to those just 
drawn. Or alternatively, players can draw 4 cards 
and discard 2 using these same rules. Both players 
should be aware that they will go through their 
decks much more quickly with this variant.

Step 3: Ready Cards
Ready all cards in play.

2. Deployment Phase
Starting with the player who has the first player 
marker, players alternate taking deployment turns. 
On a deployment turn, the player chooses one of  
the following:

 Play a card
 Execute an Action 
 Sacrifice a card 
 Pass

The first player to pass in this phase immediately 
takes the first player marker.

When a player passes, they can take no more 
deployment turns this phase. Their opponent 
may continue to take deployment turns until also 
deciding to pass. When both players have passed, 
the deployment phase is complete.

Playing A CardPlaying A Card
The player plays a card from their hand, first paying 
its cost using resources, and then placing the card 
into play under that player’s control. 

Generating Resources
A player can generate resources in any combination 
of the following two methods, and each method can 
be used multiple times until the required resources 
are generated:

 Discard 1 card from their hand to generate   
 1 resource. 

 Tire a Ready card they control to generate  
 resources equal to its Resource attribute.

Exception: a card with “Relentless” can be played 
from the top of a discard pile before cards discarded 
to pay for it would be discarded on top of it.

Readying and Tiring Cards
Cards enter play in a Ready (upright) state. 

Some uses of cards require that a player 
Tires the card (rotate it 90 degrees to the 

horizontal position). This is only allowed if the 
card is in-play and in a Ready state. To Ready 
a card means returning it to its Ready state. 

Action: Commander - Move 1 Order of Malta 
Unit or Character to a different Wedge.
When Played: Cunning - Tire 1 non-Leader 
enemy in this card’s Wedge.

Miranda was a practical field commander placed 
in charge of St Elmo upon his arrival in Malta. He 
used wine and gaming to try to keep spirits up 
amongst the men.

Captain Miranda
Order of Malta, Spanish
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Any excess resources cannot be saved. Resource 
generation can be performed anytime it’s required, 
even on another player’s turn. 

Units and Characters: an army card must be placed 
in a Frontier, and must be on the player’s side of the 
battlefield. A Frontier that already contains 3 army 
cards on the player’s side of the battlefield cannot 
be chosen. Once chosen, the card must be placed in 
the lowest numbered Row available in that Frontier 
(i.e. the empty spot closest to the Frontier card in the 
middle of the table). 

This lowest numbered Row rule must also be 
followed each time a Unit or Character is moved for 
any reason. Frontiers do not count as a Row, so there 
is no ‘Row 0.’

Attachments: an attachment card is attached to 
(placed adjacent to or overlapping) an eligible game 
element as specified on the attachment card. It is not 
considered an army card and does not count towards 
Frontier card limits. 

Tactics: a tactics card must be placed in the player’s 
reserve area, which is not considered part of the 
battlefield. Once in play, a tactics card cannot be 
moved or removed except by card effects.

Executing An ActionExecuting An Action
The player executes one Action ability on a Ready 
card they control (a player controls a card if it’s in 
play and it originally came from their card deck). 
They first Tire the card, then resolve the Action. 

A player can also use this deployment turn option 
to execute one Action ability on an Event card in 
their hand. The player must first pay the event card’s 
cost using resources. Its effect is then resolved, after 
which the event card is placed on the player’s discard 
pile. Event cards never enter play. 

Sacrificing A CardSacrificing A Card
The player chooses a non-Leader card they control 
on their side of the battlefield and removes it from 
play (making sure to leave no empty spots in that 
Frontier), placing it on their discard pile. 

Note: When an army card is removed from the 
battlefield, each card in that Frontier on that 

side of the battlefield must be moved one Row 
closer to the Frontier card, ensuring that there 

are no empty spots between an army card and its 
Frontier card.

When Played: Scholarly - Draw 3 cards, 
choose 1 to keep, 1 to discard, and 1 to 
place at the bottom of your deck.

This famous, old soldier was determined to take 
St Michael, but his brilliant clothes made him an 
immediate target and he was killed by Chevalier 
Pessoa, which caused great consternation to the 
Ottomans.

Sanjak Cheder
Ottoman
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Action: Commander - Move 1 Ottoman Unit 
or Character to a different Wedge.

“I have felt in this island the shadow of the wing of 
death... I shall die in the territory of the Knights.” 
Governor of Tripoli and military genius, Turgut (or 
Dragut) has been described as ‘the greatest pirate 
warrior of all time’.

Turgut Reis
Ottoman
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Character
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St. Elmo Senglea    Birgu

 8   St. Elmo 10   Senglea 12  Birgu

1. Card 
removed

2. Card in Row below 
moves up one Row

Note: Sacrificing a card is not considered to be 
destroying a card.

Note: If a game element with attachments leaves 
play, all of its attachments are discarded first.
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Battle: Might. When destroyed, you may remove 1 
damage from any Unit or Character. Then move on to 
the next Objective.
Solo: When destroyed, draw 1 card.

Don Garcia De Toledo is appointed captain general of the sea. 
He reclaims the fortified corsair base at Peñón de Vélez.

Don Garcia Reclaims Peñón de Vélez
February 1564
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3. Frontier Phase
Only Perform This Phase If: Either player has  
The Great Siege of Malta Objective in-play at the 
start of this round. The following two steps are 
performed in order.

Step 1: Might CombatStep 1: Might Combat
Only Perform This Step If: Both players have The 
Great Siege of Malta Objective in-play at the start 
of this round. For each Frontier (in order: St. Elmo, 
Senglea, then Birgu), players resolve a Might Battle. 

In a Might Battle, each player sums up their Might 
Total Battle Value (TBV) of all Ready cards they 
control at that Frontier:

 If one player has a higher TBV than the    
 other, then that player deals damage to that
 Frontier (using their colour tokens) equal 
 to the amount by which their TBV exceeds
 their opponent’s TBV. 

 If the TBVs are equal, even if 0, then each   
 player deals 1 damage (in their respective   
 colour tokens) to that Frontier.
 

Step 2: Zeal CombatStep 2: Zeal Combat
For each Frontier (in order: St. Elmo, Senglea, then 
Birgu), the players resolve a Zeal Battle.

In a Zeal Battle, each player sums up their Total 
Battle Value (TBV) in Zeal of all Ready cards they 
control at that Frontier:

 If one player has a higher TBV than the    
 other, then that player deals 1 damage (using   
 their colour tokens) to that Frontier. 

 If the TBVs are equal, and greater than   
 0, then each player deals 1 damage (using   
 their respective colour tokens) to that Frontier.

 If the TBVs are both 0, then no damage    
 is dealt. 

A player who does not have The Great Siege of 
Malta Objective in play at the start of the round 
cannot deal damage to a Frontier, even if they fulfil 
one of the above conditions. In this case, having a 
greater TBV simply has the benefit of stopping their 
opponent from dealing damage.

Winning a FrontierWinning a Frontier
Once a player places damage tokens (of their colour) 
on a Frontier equal to that Frontier’s Health (e.g. 12 
for Birgu), they claim that Frontier and place it in 
front of them, removing it from the battlefield. 

Tie Breaker: If both players place their final damage 
token on a Frontier at the same time:

 The player with the highest Might Total    
 Battle Value at that Frontier claims it.

 If there is still a tie, the player with the    
 highest Zeal Total Battle Value at that    
 Frontier claims it.

 If there is still a tie, the player with the first   
 player marker claims it.

All rules continue to apply as if the Frontier card 
were still there, but no more Frontier Battles will 
occur at that Frontier.

The first player to claim two Frontiers wins  
the game!

Objective AttributesObjective Attributes
1. Name   name of this card.
2. Battle Attribute a Might or Zeal Battle Value. 
3. Health  defines the damage needed   
     to destroy this Objective.
4. Letter  defines the order in which   
     this Objective appears.
5. Abilities  this card’s special capabilities.

Example: At St. Elmo, Matthew’s total 
Might on Ready cards is 3 and Susannah’s 
is 1. Matthew places 2 damage tokens of 
his colour on St. Elmo. At Senglea, both 
players have 0 Might, so they each place  

1 damage on Senglea. 
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4. Objective Phase

Skip: If a player’s current Objective is The Great 
Siege of Malta, they skip this phase. 

Starting with the player who has the first player 
marker, each player makes one attempt to destroy 
the topmost Objective of their Objective deck. 
 
Each Objective has a Battle attribute, either Might 
or Zeal, and a Battle Value in that attribute. The 
player sums up the Total Battle Value in that 
attribute (either Might or Zeal) of all Ready cards 
they control in the battlefield. If that total exceeds 
the Objective’s Battle Value, then the player deals 
damage to the Objective equal to the amount by 
which it’s exceeded, indicated by placing damage 
tokens on the Objective.

An Objective is destroyed if it has damage equal to 
or more than its Health. 

If the Objective is destroyed, fulfil any “When 
destroyed” effects on the card, then remove the 
Objective from the game. This will reveal a new 
Objective to be battled next round. Any damage that 
exceeded the destroyed Objective’s Health is not 
applied to this next Objective. 

If an Objective is not destroyed, its damage remains. 

Card AbilitiesCard Abilities
Card abilities come in four types – Action, Response, 
When Played, and Constant. Abilities of the first 
three types are identified by a matching precursor.

Example: “Action: Deal 1 damage …”

An ability without a precursor is a Constant effect, 
being mandatory and constantly in force while 
the card is in-play.

Many Abilities have a flavour title, which can be 
found after any precursor and before the ability’s 
effect. These flavour titles have no effect on
the game, they’re simply a thematic shorthand to 
help players remember the ability’s effect.  

Example: “Learned” has no effect in the following 
ability “When Played: Learned – Draw 1 card.”

If a card has multiple abilities, only one of its abilities 
can be initiated at a time. 

Card Effect Rule: If the text on a card contradicts the 
rules, the text on the card takes precedence.

Action Abilities
An Action ability can only be initiated when 
performing the ‘Execute an Action’ option as a 
deployment turn. 

To be initiated, an Action must fulfil one of the 
following conditions: 

 Be on a Ready card the player controls – they
 Tire the card, then resolve the Action.

 Be on an Event card in the player’s hand – they
 pay the event card’s cost using resources,   
 resolve the Action, and then place the event   
 card on their discard pile. 

Example: the Objective’s battle attribute is 
Might, with a Battle Value of 2. Matthew has 

three Ready units on the battlefield, whose 
Total Battle Value in Might is 8. Matthew deals 

6 damage to the Objective. The Objective’s 
Health is 6, so the Objective is destroyed.
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Example: Matthew pays 3 resources and plays 
the Order of Malta “St. Elmo’s Pay” event card. 

Susannah pays 2 resources even though it is 
not her turn and plays her “Pitiless Butchery” 

event, initiating its Response which is to cancel 
Matthew’s “St. Elmo’s Pay”.

Response Abilities
A Response can only be initiated immediately after 
its triggering condition occurs, and before any other 
game processes or card effects have occurred. It 
interrupts the game and resolves before its triggering 
condition resolves. 

A Response is usually in the form of either “Cancel 
X” or “when X occurs, do this”, where X is the 
triggering condition.

To be initiated, a Response must fulfil one of the 
following conditions: 

 Be on a Ready card the player controls – they
 Tire the card, and then resolve the Response.

 On an Event card in the player’s hand – they
 pay the event card’s cost using resources,   
 resolve the Response, and then place the   
 event card on their discard pile.

It’s possible for a Response to trigger another 
Response, and so on, causing a stack of Responses 
to be resolved. These are resolved in Last-In-First-
Out order, with the stack being completed when 
the original triggering condition is resolved (which 
includes being cancelled).

Multiple Abilities: If a card has more than one 
Action and/or Response listed, the player can 
choose only one of these to execute.

Example: The “Pitiless Butchery” card has a Response 
and an Action ability to choose from, but only one can 
be resolved when it is played.

Cancellations: Only an ability is ever cancelled. 
A cancellation never repeals the costs incurred in 
initiating the cancelled ability, such as Tiring the  
card or paying for the event.

When Played Abilities
A When Played ability can only be initiated at the 
moment its card enters play. Initiation is optional, 
and the card doesn’t need to be set to Tired to 
initiate the ability.

Constant Abilities
A Constant ability is enforced while it is in play. 
Its effect is mandatory. Unless it specifically says 
otherwise, a Constant ability only applies to cards 
belonging to its faction.

Common TermsCommon Terms
Terms frequently used on card abilities include:

Cost –X:  Reduce the cost of the named cards  
    by X. Multiple Cost abilities can be
    used to reduce a card’s cost, but a
    card’s cost cannot be reduced 
    below 0.

Destroy:  Remove the card from play and 
    place it face-up in its owner’s discard
    pile. A card may be destroyed directly
    by a card effect, but is also destroyed
    if it has damage tokens equal to or
    more than its Health.

Discard:  Discarded cards must always be   
    discarded from the player’s hand – not 
    from cards in play – face-up into that 
    player’s discard pile. Players may   
    peruse either player’s discard pile,   
    but may not change the order of   
    those cards.

Enemy:   An opponent’s army card in    
    the battlefield.

Miscellaneous RulesMiscellaneous Rules
Once all modifiers are taken into account, if a value 
is below 0, it is set to 0. 

Damage tokens are not limited to those provided. If 
more are needed, any substitute can be used. 

Solo: abilities are ignored in the two player game, 
see the Solo rule book for full details on solo play.
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