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The Last
Gryphon






War destroyed
everything they loved. Twenty thousand years ago, the Gryphene had
to escape from Earth. The ancients gods had no more value in the
life of the modern human populations and they hunted the Gryphene
into hiding.

Even as the
oldest race in the universe, that didn't help them to the face of
the machines that attacked their new home planet, Xyridia.

But there
lingered a memory of other Gryphene, who chose to stay and perhaps
survived the great war that destroyed Earth.

The last words
of their queen sent Galen and Richard on an impossible quest to
find the Lost Gryphene to save their people from complete
annihilation. Despite travelling to every inhabited planet, and
making every effort, they were ready to give up hope of finding
more of their people.

But destiny had
different plans for the two men when they crossed paths with the
people of Zo'en and Xa'an.

While
struggling to keep going, Richard was drawn into the politics of
the High Order on Zo'en only to realise that love had its own rules
in this game.

Now alone in
the quest, Galen decided to deliver the scrolls of the Gryphene to
the library of the Ancients, as the last act to somehow preserve
the existence of the Gryphene.

Only to have
fate step in once again to overthrow his plans. Will his last act
be that of a lonely and reluctant king or that of a hopeful
man?
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 Part 1: Galen's Hope






 Chapter 1






Galen Surov
paced the small space of the interplanetary transport. He hated
small spaces. The trip could not be over soon enough. The trade
negotiations with the Simians had taken longer than originally
planned. Their protocols had been difficult to adjust to, adding to
the challenge of the language barrier. In the end, they did manage
to conclude the negotiations to everyone's satisfaction.

But now he
just wanted to be home.

His wings,
folded tightly against his back, gave an involuntary shudder to
stimulate blood flow. He prided himself on self-control, but even
he had limits. Confined spaces prohibited the full extension of his
wings and it made his discomfort worse.

He stopped
just in time before bumping into a member of the crew.

“My apologies, Your Highness,” she started, “Captain Matt asks
if you could join him on the bridge?”

He rubbed his
neck. “Of course.” He waved in the general direction of the bridge
of the ship. “Please.”

The woman
smiled and led the way.

Galen barely
noticed the woman's flirting smile as he wondered why the captain
wanted to see him. Usually the crew members joined him for supper,
but otherwise left him alone. Since he sent his entourage home
three days ahead of himself, he only travelled with his personal
aide. He enjoyed their company, especially the captain and his
co-pilot who had been in charge of all the diplomatic flights where
he had represented his people.

After knocking
on the cabin door, the woman spoke to the captain on the intercom
before the door opened to let him inside.

The ready
smile faded from his lips when he saw the expressions on the faces
of the four people in control of the spacecraft.

“What's wrong?”






Galen thought
he knew what to expect once he stood on solid ground. He was the
survivor of two wars, wasn't he? But he had never seen anything
like this. The transport was supposed to land at the interplanetary
flight centre, but they were advised to land on the royal landing
bay close to the palace instead.

Next to him
stood the crew. They had to complete landing procedures, take on
provisions and who knows what else before they could continue with
their scheduled flight.

He stared.

The silence
was deafening after the engines of the craft went silent. He heard
the faint sobs of someone trying hard to hold back. He turned
toward the sound.

“Julia, go find your family.”

She could
barely utter a thank you before rushing away, luggage
forgotten.

The crew and
other passengers, who disembarked while they waited for their
journey to continue, were stunned. He doubted that they were as
shocked as he was.

Slowly, he
turned in a circle, searching for something that looked familiarly
undamaged. There was nothing.

The palace,
his home for more than four centuries, was...not there. It was, but
it wasn't.

The building
that normally served as the small terminal for the royal family and
their VIP guests, was gone. There was nothing. Not even a ruin to
tell a passing visitor that once the ruling family had a place
where they could receive guests.

He blinked and
started forward, his luggage and other travel baggage
forgotten.

Then he ran.
Without thought, his wings snapped open. He ignored the pain of
days of restricted blood flow to the major muscles in his back
controlling the large wings.

Within seconds
he was in the air. From there the destruction was worse. Much
worse. Homes close to the palace were...not there. Was his family
alive? His children? Parents?

He gritted his
teeth and accelerated at top speed. The pain in his back almost
caused him to lose height, but he pushed forward. Did the people
survive? Did they manage to get to safety in time?

Minutes later,
that felt more like tortuous hours, he landed in what used to be
his mother's pride and joy, the rose garden at the main entrance of
the palace. What used to be the main entrance. The high arching
entrance was a dust pile at his feet.

His chest
tightened. Too shocked and in too much pain to fold his wings as
his father had taught him, the gold-tipped brown feathers dragged
behind him. He could see the stairs at the entrance. They were
solid rock. They had been there since the time of his
great-grandfather, millennia ago. Even they were no longer the
proud art of stone masons. Chipped, broken and blackened by
ordnance of which he had no knowledge.

He made his
way around rocks and cracks until he stood in the doorway.

“Arion!” he shouted, ignoring the manners drilled into him
since childhood. “Dad! Mother!”

“Your Highness!”

He froze and
looked up at the voice.

He spotted his
father's most trusted servant and ran toward the damaged staircase
leading to the first floor. He refused to think about the burnt
paintings and broken balustrades that documented his history.

“Hawkins,” he cried and embraced the human who was more a
friend than servant. “My children? My parents? Are they
alive?”

Hawkins slowly
shook his head and two big tears rolled down his wrinkled face. He
turned older and greyer right before Galen's eyes. “No,” he
swallowed hard. Twice. He wiped his eyes with a well-used
handkerchief. “They were...” he stopped.

“No one?” Galen felt his heart stop. How could everyone be
dead? It wasn't possible.

Hawkins took a
shuddering breath and pointed to his left. “Please. Queen Analea is
waiting for you.”

The
constriction in his chest tightened. “My sister?”

Hawkins shook
his head and turned suddenly to make his way into the damaged
entrance at the end of the family wing.

Inside the
room the devastation continued, but that was not what held his
attention.

There were
five people in the room, but his eyes locked onto the bed and the
face of his beloved twin.

She was lying
high on the pillows behind her, struggling to breathe. The bandages
covering her chest were soaked in blood. Her face was bruised and
her beautiful blonde hair dusty and caked with dried blood as the
strands lay limp over the bed. She always prided herself on her
hair and it was the one thing that was her vanity.

She was not
considered a beautiful woman, but was loved by one and all.

Sobbing broke
through the pounding in his ears. “Richard?”

The man
kneeling beside the bed raised his head. He too had wounds on his
body, but it was clear his distress was purely for his wife.
“Galen?”

He struggled
to his feet, but Galen rushed over to help his best friend. The two
men embraced.

“Hawkins said...the children...my wife?”

Richard shook
his head slowly.

“Oh no,” Galen whispered and reached for the bedpost, barely
able to keep his balance.

“Galen?” a broken whisper interrupted their painful reunion.
The men broke apart and immediately turned toward the
bed.

“Hey, Sis,” his voice sounded broken even through her
struggles to breathe.

He could hear
the damage to her lungs in the way her breathing wheezed and
bubbled. The doctor, not the family doctor, approached, but she
lifted one hand to hold him off. “Too late,” she wheezed. “No
time.”

Galen took the
hand she held out to him. “You have to rest.”

“No,” she replied. “Dying.”

Her words made
Richard's breath catch with a harsh sound, and Galen reached out to
his friend and brother-in-law. The man looked terrible, but it was
the truth in his eyes that said it all.

“What do you need, my queen?”

She smiled
before coughing. The rough sound spilled more blood onto her chest,
but she ignored it. Right now, he understood that she would talk to
him as his monarch. Her words would be important.

Richard pulled
back from him, wiped his face and reached for the cloth with which
the doctor was about to wipe her lips. With a gentleness Galen had
never seen from his friend, he wiped the blood from Analea's lips.
He folded the cloth and wiped her forehead. His other hand caressed
his wife's cheek and hair. It was as if he was trying to give her
some of his strength.

His tears had
stopped, but Galen knew that inside he was now too broken to cry.
Sometimes there was just too much pain to cry.

They loved
each other. Richard Ha'Leth was a magician; human not gryphon like
them. Their marriage was pure love and devotion. They were called
soulmates by everyone. They had no children, since a gryphon female
could not have a child with a human.

Pushing down
that thought, he focussed on his sister, his queen's words.

“Every...one...dead. You have...to,” she coughed again. She
weakened before their very eyes.

No one
interrupted her. Richard kept stroking her hair.

“Find...our...people.” She stopped and her breathing
changed.

Ignoring
protocol, Richard got on the bed and took his wife into his arms,
rocking her against his chest.

She angled her
face and a soft smile lifted her lips. A pale hand cupped her
husband's cheek before it fell back in a limp, blood-covered piece
of flesh.

“Love...you...al...”

A soft sigh
escaped her before her head rolled against his chest. The ensuing
silence lasted for two seconds before a loud cry and the roar of a
hurt animal filled the room.

The human
servants and the doctor left the two men to their private pain.






For two days
Galen saw no one. Spoke to no one. He didn't want to. He couldn't
face any one.

He was king
now. A title he never wanted. Analea would have been a wonderful
ruler. Compassionate and wise. Even as children, it was clear that
she was born to rule.

His chest
constricted in resistance with every breath his lungs drew. His
head ached. His wings dragged in the dust behind his dirty
boots.

As he walked
around the palace, he could feel the presence of his family. Here
and there, personal items lay broken between the pieces of rubble
that had been his home. A favourite scarf of his mother's. His
father's old fishing hat, torn and dirty.

He looked down
at a crunching sound made by his boots. It was a tiny green door. A
part of Arion's toy car collection he had been saving for his own
children. Priceless antiques from a bygone era. Broken. Like the
discarded pieces of a child's forgotten toys.

The ballroom
showed evidence of a party. Bright-coloured fabrics and broken
vases lay scattered at his feet. A family tradition to welcome him
back from his trip that had taken him away for almost a year.

It would have
been festive and happy. A reunion that would last long into the
night. Laughter and music would have filled the space of the large
room. Dancing and a good meal to celebrate the success of his time
away.

He sank down
onto a piece of rubble. He should have been there. If anyone
deserved to live it was his sister. His children. Even his
tender-hearted wife, whom he married to strengthen the bonds
between two feuding families in a newly established peace
agreement. None of them had ever fought in any battle. None of them
had ever killed anyone. Not like him.

He rubbed his
face. He needed to shower and shave. Hell, he needed to sleep. But
every time he blinked, he saw the faces of his children. His
parents. Analea's face. Female Gryphene were tall and of delicate
stature. Not his sister. She had the imposing look that only a
queen could have. Not even his mother, a regal woman herself, could
look like a queen as much as Analea did.

Why had this
happened?

“Your majesty?”

It took him a
long moment to realise Hawkins was talking to him. Slowly, he
turned and looked at the man standing in the middle of the
ballroom.

“It is time.”

With a heavy
nod, he slowly got to his feet.

Hawkins
approached. “If I may, Sir? It is customary for the king to be
dressed in military uniform.”

Galen looked
down at his own dishevelled appearance. He didn't feel worthy of
the uniform; not now. Despite his own honours and medals, today he
felt like a failure.

Instead of
saying anything, he nodded and followed Hawkins to a room prepared
for him to bathe and change. Maybe it had been a servant's
quarters, or a storage cupboard for brooms and buckets.

It wasn't one
of the family's rooms. They were piles of bricks and dust. Even
Analea spent her last hours in what used to be a sitting room.

After Hawkins
pinned the last medal to Galen’s chest, he held out the sash with
the royal crest. For several heart beats, Galen stared at it. The
gold embroidered shield gripped in the claws of an eagle, resting
on the back of a male lion, sat proud on the black satin sash. The
family name, in ancient symbols, was embroidered below in
gold-coloured thread. Hieroglyphs they were called.

A race that
had lived for millennia...gone.

He dropped his
head, giving permission, accepting his role, for the sash to be
placed on his left shoulder, the other end resting below his right
hip.

Hawkins handed
him the ceremonial sword. He had to swallow at the lump in his
throat. His father had been the last person to wear this
magnificent weapon crafted in steel and gold.

A soft knock
broke the heavy silence. It was Richard. He too was dressed in
ceremonial robes. Magicians wore a robe as a sign of their power.
Richard was born on Xyridia, but received his training on his
parents' home planet of Xa'an. Xyridia had no magic school, and
magicians had to be trained to learn to control and use their
power.

Those few
years apart were hard on the two friends. Once he returned, it took
Analea and Richard only months to fall in love. The age difference
was never an issue for anyone in the family since it became clear
that the two of them were destined to be together. They were
married for more than fifty years; but a moment in the lifespan of
a gryphon.

Richard had
the sash of his office as the consort to the queen gripped in his
hand. He looked even worse than Galen. His gaze was flat and empty.
His cheeks were hollow below his sharp cheekbones. The wounds on
his face and neck a shock to the eyes as the bruising had started
to change colour. As a warrior, he couldn't heal himself, since his
power was too aggressive.

A warrior of
more than a few battles himself, the man looked broken. Lost.

Galen took a
deep breath. He had to be a king right now, as much as he wasn't
ready for it. He had avoided the graveyard where he knew his whole
family was now waiting for him. The thought of all those graves
made his throat close up. But he couldn't be a son, a brother, a
husband, a father today. Today, he had to be a king.

Richard stood
frozen as if he had no idea what he was doing there.

Galen was
intimately familiar with the feeling. He went over to his best
friend and wrapped both his hands around Richard's fist still
crushing the life out of the sash. He gently pried those tight
fingers away from the fabric, took the sash and handed it to
Hawkins.

“A quick iron if you please, Hawkins?”

“Of course, Sire,” came the quiet reply.

Richard stared
at his empty hand.

Galen didn't
know what to say.

The sash
reappeared quickly. Galen took it, and draped it over the shoulder
and hip of his brother-in-law.

Richard looked
down at it then up into the eyes of the man he had known almost his
whole life.

“I...eh...”

Galen just
took his hand when he stopped talking and shook his head. There was
no need for words for either of them. Not today.

They left the
room in silence and joined the funeral procession in the garden.
The family graveyard had suffered almost no damage. Hawkins had
told him. It was something for which to be grateful, he
supposed.

The two men
were followed by Hawkins and the few remaining servants of the
royal household. There were more people, but for now, the two men
kept their eyes resolutely facing forward.

Four horses,
two black and two white, the only ones who survived the war, pulled
the cart with Analea's coffin. The people were ghost-like in their
silence. Galen supposed that they were all still in shock over the
devastation of their home planet. The losses that were slowly
sinking in. Their homes. Families. Friends. The stability and
familiarity of everyday life.

At the
gravesite, they were met by three priests, who nodded to the two
men. The service was short and he didn't hear much of what was
said. It took too much effort to keep his rigid composure when the
coffin was lowered into the ground. He wasn't just burying his
sister today. The single coffin carried the weight of the whole
Surov family with it into the dark depths of death.

Several men
stepped up beside Richard to take the shovels to complete the
burial ceremony. Galen watched the inevitable rhythm of shovel and
drop, shovel and drop. When the last corner of the coffin
disappeared from view, he clenched his jaw with painful force.

Richard didn't
look up from his task. Shovel and drop. No emotion changed the
tightness in his face.

When it was
done, the priests stepped back.

Galen looked
up and looked at the fresh earth on the graves of his parents. He
took a deep breath and took his place at the marble entrance to the
section of the royal family. The sharp-eyed eagle and its gryphon
companion watched in silence as he gathered his thoughts.

How he
delivered the ritual words, he couldn't recall, even years later.
But he must have. The long minute of silence that followed and then
the last ritual bow to the graves, told him that he did what was
required with some semblance of proper execution.

People drifted
away and left the king with his household standing in silence.

Galen's gaze
drifted over all the graves, his mind still trying to make sense of
the tragedy that had befallen his people.

His first
wife's grave was next to their two children and their mates. She
died a long time ago, but their children, his first born son,
Arion, and daughter were killed in this senseless attack.

Then his
second wife and their five children. He recited their names in his
heart.

Then his
parents, Queen Madrea and King Rion. Analea, now resting beside her
first husband, and their younger brother, Samian. The two men had
died in the same battle.

Galen looked
at Richard. He was now his only family.

Richard
probably felt his gaze and looked up too.

Golden eyes
locked with dark blue. “What now?” they seemed to ask each
other.

Neither had an
answer. Neither moved. Silence descended when the rest of the
people floated away. Their footsteps’ soft crunches on the grains
of sand dusting the footpaths between the graves.

It was only
when the moons rose that Galen draped his arm around Richard's
shoulders, and urged him away from the grave.



 Chapter 2


The days
flowed into weeks. Galen felt as if he was drifting through a fog.
When he looked at Richard staring into space, he knew he wasn't the
only one.

They were
warriors. Battle-hardened, and yet here they were. He rubbed his
face and pushed away from his desk. A room in somewhat good
condition was furnished with a desk and a few mismatching chairs
for them to use.

He stood at
the window overlooking the mountains behind the palace. The reports
of the devastation were on the desk behind him. He spotted Richard
walking outside. The man was like a ghost. Silent and pale. He
barely spoke.

Galen turned
around and sat on the windowsill. He grimaced when his wings
pressed against the cold glass, but didn't get up. The reports
stopped coming yesterday. All the living were accounted for.

He had no
jurisdiction over the human population; they governed themselves.
They suffered many losses too, but part of their government
survived, including the first minister. But like him, the man lost
his entire family. Did he feel disconnected too?

They didn't
discuss their personal losses, only matters affecting the
survivors.

He was a king
without people. With a headcount of barely fifteen thousand human
souls, and no Gryphene, he contemplated abdication.

He sighed and
got to his feet. He couldn't even abdicate. There had to be someone
to replace him to enable him do that. So he was stuck in a role he
couldn't even get rid of.

Despite
several requests from people to rebuild the palace, he saw no point
in it. It would be costly. They had no resources to waste on a
building without purpose.

The planet was
stripped of its main source of income - magnesium, manganese and
titanium. Their destroyers simply came and took what they
wanted.

Flying
machines followed the bombers and ripped out all the metals from
the mines. There were gaping holes the size of megacities in the
planet. Millions of people and Gryphene lost their lives. He
couldn't even wrap his head around the numbers.

No battle in
which he had been involved personally, or read about in history
books, had this number of casualties. Not even the great war that
destroyed Earth, the origin of the Gryphene, had left so many dead.
People had a chance to escape.

This time,
there was no warning. They came at sunrise, and two days later they
were gone. Reports from other planets also reached them. The
machines left a path of destruction through a large portion of
their galaxy.

Wa'Raki. The
machines even had a name, although he had never heard of them. Like
a computer virus, they simply deleted everything in their path.

His fist hit
the wall, creating a cloud of dust and a loud noise.

Hawkins rushed
inside.

Galen shook
his head. “I am fine, Hawkins.”

The once
personal aide, now the manager of the entire palace, watched his
king with concerned eyes.

“Can one reason with a machine?”

Hawkins shook
his head in confusion. “I don't think so, Sire.”

Galen sighed
and patted the man's shoulder. “I am alright, my friend.”

The concern
didn't disappear, but this time Hawkins did not reply other than to
nod to his king.

Galen didn't
blame him. But he had no answers for the unspoken questions he saw
in many people's eyes. Why did this happen? What were they going to
do now?

He rubbed his
forehead, and left the room and a worried man behind.

Outside, he
spotted Richard in the same area as before. He went over to stand
next to him, and stared at the majesty of the mountains in the
distance. How long they just stood there, he didn't know. He was
about to leave his friend to his own thoughts, when Richard spoke
up.

“You should do as Analea said.”

His voice was
rough from lack of use. Galen didn't want to think about the tears
his friend had wept.

He frowned,
trying to recall what she had said.

“Find your people,” Richard reminded him.

Galen
grimaced. “I have no people. They are all dead. You are my only
family now.”

Richard turned
and faced him. “And I love you as a brother. I always have, even
before I married Analea.” His voice broke and he stopped to take a
deep breath. “Your family accepted me as one of them, and I loved
them as my own. But I am not Gryphene, Galen. You need
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