
  
  
      
        
          The Eleventh Night

          The Trials Of the Storyteller

		      
          Rowan Vale 

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2026 Margins Abound LLC  
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
This book is a work of original fiction. The ideas, characters, worldbuilding, and narrative development belong to the author — lovingly created through too many drafts, not enough sleep, and a fierce loyalty to story.
I am proudly #AIadjacent for editing, formatting, and organizational support — the digital equivalent of a very patient intern with excellent grammar and no opinions about snacks.
No AI was harmed in the making of this novella. Any resemblance to real persons, living or gone-too-soon, is purely coincidental, except where memory makes art borrow truth.
Please respect the work, share it ethically, and let the story travel farther than pirates ever will.
Published by Margins Abound, LLC 
MarginsAbound.com






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Girl Who Stole A King's Night
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Prince's Dangerous Favor
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The First Night: The Lamp Of Lies
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        The Descent: Truth Beneath The Sand
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The Monster That Wears His Voice
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        The Threads That Refuse To Break
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Price of Cutting Threads
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Night Three: The Bond Cut Or Tied 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Night Four: The Splintered Bond
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Eleventh Night Restored
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        About the Author & Publisher
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter one
The Girl Who Stole A King's Night


The night market of Azhar shimmered like a half-held breath — lanterns swaying gold, spice-smoke slipping through alleys, heat lifting from stone as if the day itself refused to die. 
Curfew bells hadn’t rung, but everyone felt them. Waiting. Streets coiled tight beneath the black silhouette of the palace.
And Layla walked straight through it carrying something worse than contraband.
A story.
A forbidden one.
The manuscript — brittle pages, inks faded to brown ghosts — was tucked beneath her cloak, pressed to her ribs like a dangerous second heartbeat.
Rumors slid after her:
Stories were banned since one woman nearly rewrote the last Sultan.

Words topple kingdoms.

No one tells nights anymore — not if they want to wake.
Layla did not slow. She had chosen her line in the sand — and tonight, she would cross it.
She slipped into a half-ruined courtyard off the bazaar. Cracked walls leaned inward like eavesdroppers. Script worn pale by storms knit faint shapes near the roof. A handful of lanterns cast fragile islands of light. Mothers, traders, wandering boys, tired old men — all gathered close, as if warmth might hide them.
And Zaira.
Zaira lounged in the doorway, small and sharp as a stolen blade, fingers already inside someone’s purse.
She caught Layla’s look and rolled her eyes. She slid a coin back, kept the sweet, and tucked it into a little girl’s palm.
“Don’t tell,” she mouthed.
Chaos. Loyal chaos.
Layla sat on a worn rug, loosened her veil, opened the manuscript.
Silence spread, soft and deep.
Her voice went low and intimate, coaxing the stone to listen.
“There once was a king who killed every woman he married — yet could not escape the stories they left behind…”
Magic hummed under the words like a sleeping animal waking. Power tugged at the edges of the night, eager to twist, to bend, to command.
Her rule steadied her.
I heal with stories. I do not steal minds.
The temptation burned, persuasive as honey. She refused.
A commotion stuttered the crowd — a drunk shoved a child toward the brazier.
Her magic surged, begging to seize the man’s will.
No.
She exhaled another path.
“A wall of invisible glass rose between cruelty and the innocent…”
The air hardened. When a pot flew across the courtyard, it curved — shattered against that unseen barrier.
Shards rained.
Pain slashed her forearm in bright heat.
Gasps. Zaira’s curse.
Layla pressed the wound, breath measured. Ethics ask blood. She paid.
The night shifted.
Lanterns bowed toward her. Old script rippled gold. Something thin and ancient stood at the courtyard’s edge — listening.
A layered whisper braided itself beneath her lines. Not hers. Not human.
The hair at her nape prickled.
Boots pounded the main road. Metal clashed. Someone hissed, “Prince’s colors!”
Zaira shoved children toward the back, shoulder-checking barrels aside.
Layla had one choice and she made it quickly: finish — or let the story break.
She finished.
“And the king who thought himself untouchable felt a stranger’s story press against his throat — softer than a kiss, sharper than any blade.”
The word blade snapped the world.
Lanterns burst into starlight.
Glass fell. Layla guided the shards toward herself, away from small faces. More cuts. More blood.
Soldiers flooded the courtyard.
A guard slammed her into a column. Her collarbones jarred. The manuscript crushed between them.
“Move your arm,” a voice said — not loud, not gentle — inevitable.
The guard shifted.
Layla lifted her gaze.
He stood in ceremonial black, silver crescent stitched at the heart. Sleeves inked faintly at the cuffs. A sigil glimmered at his throat like a hidden promise.
Prince Kadeem.
His eyes — dark, intent, too alive — pinned her there.
Heat darted through her, traitorous and low.
Why him? Why this prince carved like resolve itself, wrapped in law?
The guard’s forearm dug harder. Kadeem’s jaw locked.
“You’re bruising her,” he said. Not a threat. A verdict.
“She’s a criminal storyteller.”
Kadeem didn’t look at the guard again.
His gaze held hers.
“May I move you?” he asked.
The courtyard wavered.
“You’re the prince,” she said. “You don’t need permission.”
“I asked anyway,” he murmured. “What will you allow?”
The question slid into her like a key.
“…Move me,” she said. “Don’t touch the book.”
“Fair.”
He guided her — hands at her elbow and waist, careful around the cuts, firm enough to steady the world. His fingers lingered an extra heartbeat. Then gone.
They took her to the palace.
The holding chamber breathed ink and stone. Runes curtained the walls. No chains. Just a slim sigil of ink circling her wrist — tightening whenever her thoughts brushed the manuscript.
The door opened.
Kadeem entered alone. Gloves off. Ink-dark hands — soldier’s calluses, scholar’s stains.
He studied her like a riddle.
“Name?”
“You already know what matters,” she said. “I told a story.”
He stepped closer. Her senses catalogued him helplessly: faint scar beneath his lip, controlled throat, scent of myrrh and metal. His gaze flicked to her mouth before returning to her eyes.
“Your voice is volatile,” he said. “If you panic, the chamber cracks.”
He lifted a stylus. Ink glistened.
“The safest anchor is here.”
He gestured to the hollow at her throat.
She went still. “You will not mark me as yours.”
“I won’t,” he said — quiet as confession. “I’ll mark you as dangerous. And I’m asking if you agree.”
He waited.
She felt the ownership of the moment return to her — cost and all.
“I’ll allow the ink,” she said. “Nothing else.”
He stepped in — heat, breath, danger.
“If I cross your line,” he murmured, “tell your next story to finish me.”
The stylus touched her skin.
Burn. She gasped.

His fingers trembled once.
He hid it poorly.
He showed her the slate: exile, maiming, death.
“Did you bend anyone’s will in the market?”
“I shielded children,” she said. “I took the cuts. I don’t rewrite people. Kings do that.”
His jaw tightened.
She made her gamble.
“Trade me ten nights in the Story Trials for my life.”
“You’d rather die slowly?”
“I’d rather win my mother’s freedom.”
The jinn in his blood stirred. He ignored its hiss.
He should refuse.
Instead: “Survive ten nights. Your mother walks.”
He signed — and added his own name beneath hers.
The binding clicked shut.
He realized the trap as it closed: this wasn’t mercy. It was a narrative choice — and now he was in it.
They marched her to the barracks.
Zaira flashed past, bruised and grinning.
“You’re alive?”
“Regrettably,” Layla answered.
The guard separated them.
At the threshold, Layla and Kadeem paused — breath close.
“You tied your nights to mine,” she said softly. “You just invited me into your story.”
He leaned close without touching.
“Survive the first night,” he said, “and we’ll argue about boundaries.”
Her pulse broke into sparks.
The door slammed.
Above the bunks, the etched script woke — bright gold.
TEN NIGHTS.

ONE STORY.

TWO NAMES.
For a heartbeat, hers twisted with his.
Then the letters vanished.
The sigil at her throat burned — promise, collar, kiss.
If the stories were choosing sides, Layla thought, heart unsteady, they were already in too deep.
End of Chapter One.






  
  Chapter two
The Prince's Dangerous Favor


Dawn scraped pale light through the high, barred windows of the Trial barracks, turning dust motes into ash and gold. 
Layla woke to quiet weeping and metal being sharpened.
Her body felt worked over by a vindictive deity—bruises across her shoulders where the guard had pinned her, forearm throbbing beneath a hastily wrapped bandage, throat and wrist humming where Kadeem’s sigils had sunk into skin.
She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.
The stone breathed.
Faint lines of script crawled along the blocks like shy insects, darting out of sight when she tried to look directly. When she let her gaze go soft, the letters moved again—curling, unfurling, forming almost-words from lullabies and banned manuscripts.
Around her, the other contestants stirred.
A scar-armored woman knelt by her cot, whispering to a war-god. Two men argued over a dull knife. A boy of maybe sixteen stared at the wall, lips moving silently.
“Morning, night-thief.”
Zaira appeared upside down in her field of vision, hanging off the neighboring bunk, flipping a silver ring between her fingers. Her grin was feral in the thin light.
“Still alive,” Layla rasped. “Unfortunate for some.”
“Delightful for others.” Zaira rolled, peering at the bandage. “That’s ugly. Lucky for you, ugly’s your color.”
Layla snorted. Pain bit her arm.
“I saw you,” she said quietly. “In the courtyard. Drawing guards from the kids.”
Zaira shrugged, flushing faintly. “I was mostly drawing them toward the drunk with the tragic beard. If tiny feet escaped, who am I to argue with destiny?”
Layla let that be the thank-you. Sometimes I saw was enough.
She pushed upright. The throat sigil flared.
The ink at her wrist pulsed.
Someone whispered, “They say this year’s Trials will be worse.”
Someone else: “They say that every year.”
Zaira leaned in. “Rumor on the transport was ten circles of ridiculous. Sand. Riddles. Beasts. Noble games. Die pretty so the balconies can clap.”
“Then,” Layla said, “we make it ugly for the balconies.”
Zaira’s grin sharpened. “Now that’s a story.”
A thump. A young man bounced off a pillar.
“Oh—sorry—excuse—”
He nearly tripped over his own feet, curls wild, clutching papers scribbled with numbers and diagrams. He attempted to navigate a room that had not moved.
“Farid,” Zaira sighed. “You’re walking like the floor’s new.”
“The floor is new,” he said earnestly. “The script shifted after the second horn. It’s reacting to our heart rates.” His eyes flicked to Layla’s throat. “Yours is… pronounced.”
“Maybe because she keeps getting stabbed,” Zaira offered.
Farid spotted the bandage and winced. He fumbled out a cloth bundle.
“I—uh. The herbs here are worthless to eat. As salve…”
Mint and metal scented the air as he unwrapped a smear of green paste. A treated thread lay beside it.
“It pulls out glass. The thread won’t stick. Crude design, but—”
“It’s what we have,” Layla said.
He flushed, relieved, passing it over.
She unwound the old bandage. Zaira pretended to inspect while counting Farid’s coins. He didn’t notice. He watched the walls.
“The letters,” he murmured. “Not random. The script near the guard’s spear reversed. When you sat up, it elongated. The room is… sighing.”
“Sighing,” Zaira echoed. “Wonderful. We die in a room with opinions.”
The salve burned, then cooled. Layla wrapped the treated thread. Farid’s knots were neat.
“Thank you.”
“The Trials want blood,” he said. “No reason to tip them early.”
She tucked that away. Zaira stealing sweets. Farid making salve. Instincts to shield, to understand. People you wanted not to sacrifice.
A horn sounded. The stone rippled. Guards shouted.
“On your feet! Orientation!”
The Trials would not wait. Of course they wouldn’t.
	


The Orientation Hall sat beneath the palace like a stone throat.
They were herded through a narrowing passage and expelled into a circular chamber crowned by a high dome. Balconies ringed the upper level. Smoke curled toward carved suns.
Layla stopped.
The floor was a mosaic of stories.
Blue-glazed seas. Gold-stacked mountains. A lamp cradled in tile. A woman beneath eleven stars. Every forbidden tale her mother had half-sung sprawled underfoot.
The nobles had front-row seats.
Silk, jewels, polite hunger. The Sultan in his box, crown heavy. The Vizier beside him, shadow-carved.
And Kadeem.
Lighter coat, sleeves rolled. Posture iron. A single hand flexed on the rail.
His gaze found her instantly.
Her pulse jumped. The throat ink warmed, traitorously.
She looked away.
An official in gray stepped to the center. His voice carried like oil.
“Welcome to the Story Trials of Azhar. Ten nights. Ten arenas. Drawn from the tales that shaped this kingdom.”
A ripple passed through the crowd.
He continued, “The stories choose you as much as you face them. Some of you come sponsored—” his glance lifted toward the balcony “—some with only your wits. Story-magic is permitted. Attempting to unmake the Trials is… unwise.”
The mosaic stirred beneath their boots.
Panels glowed beneath certain contestants.
Under Layla, the woman with eleven stars brightened, starlight bleeding over her toes. Under Zaira, thieves’ masks flared. Under Farid, a ship and compass pulsed once.
A whisper slipped from the walls.
They know you. They’ve been waiting.
Her throat burned.
Kadeem straightened, hand at his chest—the jinn restless.
“The Trials,” the official said, “are spectacle and crucible. To demonstrate—”
Foreboding crawled up Layla’s spine.
“—a volunteer.”
A boy barely more than a child was pushed forward. He stepped too near the thieves’ masks.
The floor seized him.
Spectral hands burst from tile, locking his ankles. He screamed as stone darkened around his legs.
“Observe,” the official said lightly. “The hall recognizes—”
Layla didn’t think.
Story surged.
“The thieves who prided themselves on fear,” she shouted, twisting the line, “found the one thing they could not endure—daylight exposing every coward’s face!”
Magic cracked outward.
Light burst from the seams between tiles. The hands recoiled with a hiss. The boy scrambled free.
The hall bucked.
A crack raced toward the wall. Torches guttered, then flared. Dust shook from the dome.
Careful, the whisper hissed.
“Enough!” Kadeem’s voice cut across panic.
He stepped forward, cloak snapping.
“You’ve proven your point. Continuing risks the dome.”
The official wavered. The Sultan frowned. The crack in his ceiling convinced him. He gestured.
“The demonstration is concluded.”
The spectral hands slid away. The mosaic settled—scarred now.
Layla’s knees trembled.
She did not look up.
She felt his gaze anyway.
	


When the guard fetched her later, she expected a reprimand.
Not him.
The practice chamber smelled of sand, steel, ink. Racks of wooden blades lined the wall. Sunlight striped the floor.
Kadeem stood in the light, coat off, sleeves rolled, bracer dark on his forearm. His sword belt hung loose.
Her first thought was rude.

Her second was worse.
He turned. His eyes checked her throat, her wrist—assessing damage like a battlefield.
“Your technique was… dramatic.”
“I saved a boy. Your hall tried to eat him.”
“The hall tested him. You cracked it.”
“Well. Now it knows.”
A flicker of a smile. Gone.
“You are under my sponsorship,” he said. “When you unbalance the Trials, it reflects on me. Saving lives is admirable. Collapsing arenas is not.”
“And yet you stopped the demonstration after I intervened. Not when he screamed.”
His gaze sharpened. He didn’t answer.
He gestured to the practice swords.
“Words bend reality. They don’t stop blades already at your throat. You need to know how not to die in the first breath.”
“I’m not your weapon.”
“No,” he said. “You’re my liability.”
Her jaw clenched.
“I prefer my liabilities breathing.”
It should have sounded like a threat. It didn’t.
He held out a wooden blade. “Train with me, or I’ll find a sponsor who won’t ask.”
She hated how he framed it.
She also knew he was right.
She took the sword. It felt wrong in her grip.
“I’ll train. But you don’t get to touch me wherever you like and call it survival.”
His mouth twitched. “Noted.”
He came beside her. “You’re strangling the hilt. May I adjust your grip?”
There it was. May I.
“Yes,” she said, steady. “And don’t treat me like glass.”
He moved behind her.
His chest hovered just out of contact. One hand covered hers, loosening fingers. The other lifted her elbow, aligning.
Her awareness narrowed to the warmth of his palm. The faint scent of smoke and cedar. His breath near her neck—and the fact that he took only what she allowed.
Her body leaned toward heat.
Her mind held to rule: no crowns.
“Looser,” he murmured. “Let it move with you.”
“Strangling is a habit,” she said. “On deserving targets.”
His breath hitched—barely.
He guided her through a swing. Then another. He asked before each correction.
By the time he stepped
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