
  
    [image: Xelio: Red]
  


  
    
      XELIO: RED

      
        THE ATLANTIS GRAIL NOVELLA SERIES

      

    

    
      
        VERA NAZARIAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Norilana Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About…

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

    

    
      
        Glossary of Atlanteo and Armenian Words

      

      
        Other Books by Vera Nazarian

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Xelio’s secrets revealed at last!

      

      

      

      At last, get the full story of everyone’s favorite Atlantean bad boy Xelio Vekahat, best swordsman in the Imperial Fleet, astra daimon extraordinaire, and Aeson’s heart brother.

      Charming, confident, brash, irresistible Xelio is a man of many layers. Discover the dark trauma in his past, the bitter relationship with his own noble House and the Imperial Kassiopei Dynasty, his complicated friendship with Aeson, and his growing fascination and attraction to the Earth girl Hasmik Tigranian.

      Get inside Xel’s raven-haired head!

      Fans of The Atlantis Grail, prepare for several long-anticipated revelations, and tantalizing mysteries disclosed.

      

      XELIO: RED is the third in The Atlantis Grail Novella Series.
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        Don’t miss another book by Vera Nazarian!

      

        

      
        Subscribe to the mailing list to be notified when the next books by Vera Nazarian are available.

        We promise not to spam you or chit-chat, only make occasional book release announcements.
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      I cannot forgive easily. I don’t forgive, and I don’t forget. But I can love.

      Even now, as I stand watching him being crowned—my divine bloodline enemy, my childhood nemesis, my heart brother and my Lord—I see the shimmering veil of timelines superimposed when I look at him. Underneath all, I see the hateful ancient Kassiopei; yes, that’s never going away. Then, the noble Imperator emerges to ease my heart, as always. He’s the honorable adversary turned stoic childhood companion and, ultimately, a friend who can read my soul like the Book of the Dead.

      I see Kass.

      It’s what I first called him, so long ago, a furious boy’s expletive. Except, now it’s an endearment among the daimon. Makes me smile, ruefully, when I think about it.

      And now, Kass, along with his lovely Gwen, is getting his Imperial fate thrust upon him.

      It’s strange and uplifting, right now. . . . For some reason, my spirit sings.

      I stand in that small crowd of their closest intimates, in the High Court section of the Pharikoneon, at the foot of the dais before the Imperial Throne and Seats, and watch old Shirahtet wave his hands about, while rows of other priests and acolytes line the walls, singing softly, forming a powerful chord of resonance in the chamber.

      The First Priest mutters the required antique blessings over the two ancient Crowns of Imperial Atlantida. Heavy with gold, they rest upon niktos-blue silk on a gilded stand facing the occupants of the Thrones.

      The greater Crown is the Khepresh of the Archaeon Imperator, with the Uraeus Serpent uplifted in the full Imperial stance and poised to strike.

      How I used to abhor its antique insolence once, drawn in tightly coiling lines. . . .

      It is the Blue Crown now, the Red framing fabric of the previous Court having been retired. And next to it, reposes demurely the slim, delicate band with the miniature Disk of Ra that is the Crown of the Consort, intended for the Imperatris.

      Meanwhile, Kass and Gwen sit upon the Imperial Throne and Consort Seat, with Princess Manala and Imperial Mother Devora flanking them in the other Imperial Seats on either sides. Both Kass and Gwen are deadly serious, with straight backs and, some might say, stunned expressions.

      Kass is wearing his usual stoic Imperial Heir mask, that hoohvak, deceptively blank look which I know so well. His Imperatris appears to be holding her breath and at the same time trying not to blink—reacting in her delightful, unique Gebi way.

      They are all dressed in his Blue. Indeed, the whole Assembly is wearing only shades of blue today, from light to dark, to honor the new Imperator. Even the curtain fabric is now deep twilight, like flowing water. The Pharikoneon is no longer on fire with my own Quadrant colors as it had been when his chazuf Father, Romhutat, reigned.

      Blue is soothing to the senses.

      I find that I am enjoying it, as I witness the Ceremony. I, too, am wearing sapphire, in my heart brother’s honor. A new peace has settled upon us all, especially tangible after what we’ve gone through so recently, the alien war and the social and cosmic upheavals.

      So much bashtooh chaos. . . . And now, this ocean of Blue.

      “Saret-i-xerera! The Plural Blessings of all the Gods of Atlantida rest upon you,” Shirahtet pronounces, lifting the great Khepresh Crown in his hands, and approaching the Throne.

      “Lower your head, Aeson Kassiopei, son of the Divine Kassiopei Dynasty, for the first and last time, so that I might Crown you as my Imperial Sovereign, Archaeon Imperator. After this moment, you will never bend your head to anyone.”

      The chorus of priestly voices rises, humming, sending electric charges along my skin.

      Kass pauses for an instant, and I almost catch his gaze, but not quite. . . . He then leans forward, his gold mane of hair barely contained as some of it slips to the front, in bright contrast against the lapis lazuli silk of his robes.

      And then the Crown is lowered . . . covers his shining head. He straightens, leans back against the Throne. His eyes are opened wide, unblinking.

      I know that expression of his, pain and intensity.

      The weight of Imperial responsibility must feel like hell upon him right now. “Hell” is a very apt Gebi term which I recently incorporated into my personal vocabulary of profanities.

      Poor chazuf. . . .

      The Assembly crowd swells with sound; whispers move in waves.

      From the corner of my eye, I note Ker, standing next to me on the right, exhale his own tensely held breath. Further to the right, on the other side of him, Oalla also looks enthralled and glances at him, then at me, before returning to watch Kass.

      “Atlantida! Behold your Archaeon Imperator, Aeson Kassiopei! Saret-i-xerera!”

      Kass looks straight ahead at Shirahtet, who now inclines his head deeply before him.

      This is it. The formal, profound, Imperial Sovereign obeisance.

      Shirahtet bestows it to no one else. Used to be Romhutat’s provenance. . . . And now, Kass.

      I feel a strange laugh rising at the irony. I keep the bashtooh laugh inside. It’s just nerves.

      “Saret-i-xerera!” we all respond, voices ringing throughout the Assembly in this Hall of Thrones.

      On my left, I catch Eri’s joyful look and her grin, and I smile back, feeling caught up in the surge of excitement.

      When I turn back to observe the Ceremony, there’s Gwen, stiffening even more in her Seat, poor thing, because now it’s her turn.

      Shirahtet reaches for the Consort Crown, and approaches her—while Kass, our new Imperator, watches his every move like an infernal draguos. Even now I admit to myself that there are times when my heart brother is terrifying.

      “Lower your head, Gwenevere Kassiopei, Consort of the Divine Kassiopei Dynasty, for the first and last time, so that I might Crown you as my Sovereign Lady, Archaeona Imperatris. After this moment, you will never bend your head to anyone except your Imperial Husband, the Archaeon Imperator⁠—”

      “Not to anyone,” Aeson suddenly interrupts. “She bends her head to no one, not even me.”

      “Ah . . . then, it shall be as you say, My Imperial Sovereign,” Shirahtet pauses, nodding to his new Imperator.

      “Continue,” Kass says, in the absolute silence that has come over the Pharikoneon.

      A wicked chuckle builds inside of me, but I hold it back. Again, it’s hoohvak nerves.

      “My Sovereign Lady . . .” The First Priest stands expectant, with the Consort Crown ready.

      Gwen, wide-eyed, hesitates only for a heartbeat, before leaning forward, to lower her head for the Crown.

      Shirahtet places it over her dark hair, gathered with tight elegance in a sculptured form on top of her head. The hairstyle is specifically shaped to best hold the circlet Crown shape, which now shines brightly upon the Imperatris’s head.

      She straightens, also sits back against her Throne, a true Gebi goddess.

      No . . . Shoelace Girl.

      She might be his amrevu, but she will always be my Shoelace Girl. Just as I named him, in some ways, I named her. Or, indirectly, facilitated her “becoming.” It is a thing of which I am infernally proud. Just as I am proud of her right now.

      “Behold your Archaeona Imperatris, Gwenevere Kassiopei! Saret-i-xerera!”

      The voices of the priests echo with beauty of plural harmonies, as we all gaze at the Imperial couple.

      “Saret-i-xerera!” I exclaim, along with everyone else. This time, my voice chokes up somewhat.

      Energy is rising. . . .

      I feel liquid filling my field of vision, and I am not ashamed to wipe the sides of my eyes. On my left, Eri is blatantly crying, so I’m not alone. Radanthet blinks relentlessly. I catch the others’ gazes, exultant, joyful, awe-filled. All flavors of uplifted emotion. The daimon all around me are—there are no words sufficient to describe our elevated state.

      This new Imperator, this chazuf . . . he is ours. And so is his amrevu.

      And I watch the Gebi, the closest friends and the Lark Family, too. There’s Ter Charles, George, Gordon, Grace, all dressed up and standing in the very front row of the High Court section. George and Gordon support the Lark patriarch on both sides, holding him up discreetly by the elbows. Due to the state of his health in our higher gravity, he really should be seated, but chooses to stand, in respect of our tradition—and so must remain upright in the High Court section, because of the nature of this Ceremony. I quickly scan them all, see their bright, curious, slightly uncertain expressions.

      Meanwhile, Devora and Manala both weep softly in the Imperial Seats. I can see a layer of pain mixed with the joy in their expressions, uniquely complex, unlike anyone else.

      One is mourning the Husband, the other, her Father. Whatever his shortcomings, Romhutat’s absence is acutely felt.

      And then my gaze slips to the side, where among the daimon and the Gebi, I see her. . . .

      With a sudden shock, and a stab in my gut, I observe the soft young woman who has filled my waking hours and my dreams for so long now.

      A flood of warmth fills me.

      Stoic, indomitable, filled with dignity and quiet, true grace. . . . She exudes the kind of grace that stirs me secretly, more than anything. Her beauty lies in that grace, most real of all.

      She is my divine hathoraet, what the Gebi would call a perfect, unearthly being, an angel.

      Hasmik Tigranian.
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      Supposedly, I have a way with women.

      It’s true. It’s been so for as long as I can remember understanding such things. As soon as I became aware of the distinctions, boys and girls, male and female, I realized that I liked “female” very much. But because I was wild and angry and fearless in those earliest days, preoccupied with other things, stuck in a painful mindset that included generational hatred, some of my so-called attractiveness was simply cocky, youthful idiocy.

      It started early, maybe toward the end of my Second Year in Fleet Cadet School. As a kefarai, I was mostly ignorant of human differences, things such as gender roles and unique attributes. Not because I had no eyes with which to discern, but because it didn’t interest me.

      For some reason, girls noticed that in me.

      They say that girls like broken or confident boys.

      I was both.

      More than confident. I believed with all my triumvirate soul that I had nothing to lose. In truth, I wanted to be dead and simply didn’t care what was done to me, or what others thought of me. Or rather, I cared like an alien creature . . . from somewhere far away in a bottomless place in my gut. Sentiment was stunted and suppressed, hidden so deep inside my emotional wound that I almost forgot it was there.

      I blunted my responses, didn’t permit feelings to take over until it became too much to hold things in. As a result, my emotions were all or nothing. I either walked around numb, or I exploded in fury.

      And it made me hard, rude, solitary—basically, a soldier trying to contain an unstable explosive device inside his body.

      I had my reasons.

      But . . . about that, later.

      
      My reputation solidified when, sometime during Second Year, they started to encourage us to socialize and “ask each other out” in order to learn relationship skills. For the first time, I really thought about it and decided, why the bashtooh not? I liked and wanted the company of girls.

      That one act of inner acknowledgement was enough. A switch went on inside me. . . . Then, all I had to do was merely turn the brightly focused beam of my single-minded intent upon them.

      My friends thought it came so easy to me. Yes, I already had friends among classmates at that point, including Kass—he and I still in the early throes of our complicated friendship.

      What came easy was the initial asking. Because, again, I didn’t care one way or another about the resulting answer. At least, that’s what I convinced myself, and it made all the difference.

      In those early days, I would ask a girl out, get rejected, and simply go on to the next one and ask again. Over and over. It became a personal challenge.

      What was I even asking for? I was unsure.

      Except, when they rejected me, I knew it didn’t matter. I was
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