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Chapter I – The Cold Defeat
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"... whereupon at the sight of her creation, The All-Mother fell to her knees and wept with despair. Ashamed by our genesis, she hid behind the veil of stars, evading the mortal realm forevermore, leaving her children in the darkness’ shawl."

Canticle of the First Exoneration 6:9-91

I could no longer feel the cold slush against my numb knees as they dragged behind me, collecting snow into small chunks that lingered on my ankles before breaking. Neither could I feel my hands that were shackled over my head, abrading against my wrists as the snow wyvern I had been tied to made its way towards the icy palace that was a day's travel away from us still. Its silver-clad rider with a dark blue woollen cloak – Captain Wryll – grinned in triumph, knowing the reward he would receive. My mind was as foggy as the slowly rising night air around us, unable to comprehend how I had been defeated by such an obvious trap. I could only barely remember the battle that had brought me down, the false attack coming from our right, when the true army lay behind us, circling to overrun the troops of the High Queen Liliana and me, the Sibyl of the All-Mother. The tears I had cried for my fallen brethren had frozen and thawed long before the numbness had made my toes tingle; my tears, along with their deaths, would mean nothing if I could not escape. From a group of a thousand, only I had been spared, and the reason for it was clearer than a sky full of bright stars; The Dread Emperor Sothas, who had called for my head ever since I had received the blessings of the All-Mother's grand seeress. His only goal was that of the Everwinter, where the eternal cold would shroud the whole world. I was tasked to stop him, a quest that had not been easy even if I had the blessings at my side, and the battle I had been lured to had tasted like a victory that no longer sweetened my blue lips. The Grey Guard followed their captain behind us, not allowed to get too close to me, even if I could feel their eyes behind those silver masks, licking every part of my bruised, nude body pulled against the cold snow. Had they been given the chance, they would have defiled me, as they had done for so many in the past. The Grey Guard conquered and ravaged in the name of their fearsome leader after all, leaving no innocents behind, alive or otherwise. Knight Trul had been the only one daring enough to come close enough to catch a better look at me by 'accidentally' going around Captain Wryll's snow wyvern, allowing me to witness the leer in his eyes.

"Halt!" Captain Wryll shouted suddenly and raised his hand. Metal clanged against metal as the order ran through the army, and his soldiers stopped. There were only two hundred of them left, and I was glad that our side had been able to bring so many down before falling. While there were still many battalions of the Grey Guard left back in the Dread Emperor's lands and harassing other lands, taking down some of them had to count for something.

"We will stay here for the night." Captain Wryll ordered, and I had to wonder why he had not decided to march through the night. He had to be in a hurry to claim his reward for capturing me, and while his troops were certainly weary, that had never stopped them before. For two days, they had been on a constant march towards the Dread Emperor's palace, at first keeping me on one of the carriages before choosing to humiliate me by undressing me and hauling my body through the snow. Yet now the Captain had decided to give his troops one restful night before we'd arrive at the palace. Without the agonizing pull in my hands, it was easier to feel the freezing snow against my skin that had once been that of pale gold but now glowed almost bright red, shredded by the sharp frost that had covered the land. I wanted to get up, to get somewhere warm, but my body was too bare, too torn to allow me to move at all. The taste of defeat was a bitter one. Captain Wryll ordered his men to set up tents and to feed themselves before walking over to me and kicking more snow over my body. laughing when I grimaced.

"The Sibyl is still alive, but I shouldn't be surprised... You are the Blessed One after all," he smirked, "Yet too weak now to fight back... The Emperor will make good use of your endurance."

I looked at the pale man with hatred in my eyes, examining and memorizing every inch of him, wishing that one day I could make him pay for what he had done to my friends and kin, even if the man was not a stranger to me. I had met Captain Wryll on the battlefield twice already, once almost slaying him before another captain was shed of his life instead. Back then, I had seen the fear in Captain Wryll's eyes, and I refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing the same in mine, deciding to sneer at him instead. After kicking some more snow on top of me, he waited by my side for his tent to be ready, taunting me still before untying the chain from his wyvern and dragging me to his tent. As cold as the man who led the Grey Guard, the tent bore the same blue and pale colors as them, with dark brown bear furs covering the ground. There was a brazier filled with hot coals in the middle of the tent, and the sudden heat coming from it hurt far more than the freezing ground as my body began to thaw. Yet, at least now I had some cover from the eyes of the Dread Emperor's soldiers. The pain was fading quickly, and soon the wounds on my back would heal on their own. Captain Wryll had at least been right about one thing; my endurance was far greater than that of a mortal kin, a sacred gift that came with the All-Mother's blessings, yet it did not make me invulnerable. I could still sense pain like everyone else, still feel every stab and lash that had been unleashed upon me, and while I could heal quickly, I still had scars far deeper on my skin and soul than any other living being should have to carry.

Carrying the burden of others was my duty and bane.

Captain Wryll lifted me from the coarse bear furs that littered the floor and hung the shackles that had buried themselves deep into my wrists to a hook on a wooden pole with collars of small metal spikes on its trunk. I gasped from the pain when one of them stung my spine, drawing blood from already red skin. Captain Wryll laughed at my misery, putting his hand on my chin and forcing me to meet his malicious gaze.

"Your end is nearing, Sibyl of the All-Mother... The Emperor will make you suffer far worse pain than what I have already granted you..." I flinched when he drew closer, his sallow skin almost touching mine. It was easy to believe his words; the Dread Emperor was named such for his kindness and mercy. "I could save you from that fate..." the captain said with a jeer in his tone.

"H-how...?" I asked, grimacing when his hand grabbed me by my long silver braids and pulled my neck back. The glimmer in his blue eyes let me see what he was truly after. He wanted to play with me, to give me shreds of hope before taking them away and crushing my dreams of escaping with his fists.

"If you pledge yourself to me, I can claim you as my own; the Emperor wants to torture you to death; I have a different use for you." Captain Wryll pressed his hand over my bare breast, squeezing it firmly to give me another clue of what he wanted.

"No..." I whispered, "You are lying..." He was not supposed to touch me; the Dread Emperor had forbid it. No great harm should come my way before his claws were on my neck; that pleasure was supposed to belong only to him; every soldier in his army knew it, but now his captain was breaking that order when there was no one else to witness it.

"Now, why would I lie to you, oh, hallowed sibyl? I have already made you pay for the humiliation you've brought me by dragging you across the land like a sack of boulders. My master's palace is still days' worth of travel, and it would be such a shame to waste you."

"You would let me go then?" I asked, knowing the answer before Captain Wryll even opened his mouth.

"Tsk, tsk, that would be far too dangerous. I aim to ask you as my springwed, the old laws are still strongly held in the empire, and even the Emperor himself follows them," Captain Wryll smirked again, pulling me closer to press his lips upon mine. I turned away, spitting on his face, which made him only laugh harder. "I've always liked my maidens with heavy hips and fire in their heart," he said, grabbing me by the waist and pulling me closer again. I could feel the bulge between his legs, growing harder with each passing moment. "If I take your maidenhood, you will be sealed as my springwed... You could live in my manor for the rest of your miserable life as long as you warmed my bed when I demand it."

"No..." I managed to whisper as shivers ran down my spine. "The Dread Emperor will have your head for this."

"Only one getting a head will be me, Sibyl." Captain Wryll chortled, "He won't kill me if I follow the law, and I will not leave lasting marks. Even if I do, you will heal before we reach the palace grounds. If you decline, I will take you either way, but then you have to face the Emperor's wrath too." He curled his fingers around my throat, squeezing it to make his threat clear while the air in my lungs turned to scorching heat that could not escape. Captain Wryll's face pressed against my shoulder as he took in my scent, looking pleased. "You've been a thorn in my side for so long, Sibyl. Oh, how I will enjoy the moment my cock penetrates that sweet cunt of yours..." He then freed my throat from his grasp to undress his armour, while I began to gasp for air. I don't want his blood-stained hands anywhere near me, but I can't deny the cursed allure of staying alive. Tomorrow, when I am delivered into the hands of the Dread Emperor, there will be nothing but suffering in my mind. Some earned, some not. I had humiliated him, put a wrench in his plans to conquer everything and everyone, and even I knew such embarrassment could never go unpunished. Although Captain Wryll had promised me a way out, it would come at a great price. As soon as Captain Wryll managed to remove most of his armour, he pressed his body against mine, planting an unwanted kiss on my lips and grabbing my breasts again, massaging them and forcing my nipples to react to his rough touch. "See? You already want my cock," he hissed, pressing my back against the sharp spike on the pole with his body, muffling my cry of pain with his lips, and raising his long tunic to reveal a member already glistening with his fluids. "... And I want you too... I've been thinking about this moment for a long time
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