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Synopsis: Many years after the fall of
civilization, well, sort of... a young noble woman from Michigonia
is sent for to wed the son of a reigning leader of his people. They
need heirs. So, she gets married immediately and turns out to be
far from the image that her new husband had imagined his wife to
be; forthright, willing to produce multiple sons and daughters, and
a warrior to boot.

 


 


In the thirtieth year of the reign of
the Empress Lakeisha the Second, there lived in the Fortress of The
Royal Oak a noble man of high moral standards and values. He was a
loyal servant to his Empress and was much loved by his people and
the court of Her Imperial Majesty where she reigned at her palace
in Joliet.

His name was Darnel, but it was his
father’s name as well, so the people knew him as Darnel the
Younger. He was a pious and Christian man who gave often to the
church and made certain the poor in his lands where met with their
basic needs.

Darnel had been appointed to the
aristocracy early in his life, as he was noble born. His father,
Darnel the Elder, only had two sons: Elwood and Darnel. Elwood took
the cloth and was tonsured a monk at the monastery founded by St.
Howard the Illuminator at the holy city of Detroit.

He would send letters to his family
every Christmas and his father would send him funds to help support
the monastery and to say prayers for all of them. The elder Darnell
learned the art of war from his father and protected the lands
entrusted to him by the empress.

This was years after The Fall, where
the Elders had lost their minds and waged ceaseless war on each
other. In the aftermath of the fire, which had rained down from the
sky in many parts of the world, civilization had retreated into the
darkness of ignorance and poverty. Only in a few lands did the
light of wisdom of understanding burn bright.

The empress’ domain extended beyond the
length of the great lakes in the interior of the northern
continent, but her authority did not reach very far. Her people
where constantly threatened by raids from the barbarian hordes
every year from the island of Manhattan and their allies in the
lost lands of Columbia.

It was left to her appointed masters of
arms to organize the defense of the realm against the hordes who
threatened to overrun it. In the spring every year the raids would
increase in hostility until the savage primitives retreated to
their hovels in abandoned buildings. They lived in an abandoned
city, which once held the state offices of a government that had
ceased to function hundreds of years ago.

Every year the Patriarch of Michigonia
would hold a solemn service for Her Majesties’ forces as they
prepared to march against the barbarian hordes. After the Divine
Liturgy of Earl had been recited by the Patriarch and his bishops,
the faithful would adjourn to the balcony of the cathedral to hear
Her Majesty read a speech against the hordes which threatened her
domains.

Some years, the forces of the empress
would prevail and she would capture more land, other years, the
barbarians would push inward and send the farmers she protected
fleeing into interior.

 


 


Early in the summer one year, as the
farmers were preparing their crops and her warriors were training
in the hills, the empress received a message from one of the
barbarian lords to the east. He had tired of living in poverty, not
knowing if the people under his rule would starve from year to the
next. He wished to come under the rule of the empress, but he had
to be sure it would be beneficial.

The warlord, whose name was Worthington
the Fierce, proposed a marriage between his daughter and one of the
empress’ noble families. Such a marriage could cement the ties
between the two kingdoms. He hoped she would respond to him in a
timely manner and do no harm to the messenger. The colder weather
was coming and he desired not to put his people through another
cruel winter.

He had heard the farmers in the
empress’ domain had stronger and better crops. Perhaps they could
show his people who to raise food in a more productive manner so
they weren’t forced to take from their neighbors every
year.

The empress and her court debated the
letter. Her husband, the Archduke of Moline, felt it was a trap by
the barbarians to lull them into submission. While they considered
the offer, the tribes to the east would attack again and take
advantage of their lack of preparation. But the empress’ father
confessor, a monk known as Brother Theodore, urged her to consider
the offer.

If the lands of the barbarians could be
brought under her rule peacefully, it would expand her empire and
bring more peace in the Kingdom of God. Even St. Howard himself had
prayed for the end to the destruction he saw all around
him.

 


 


The empress prayed and fasted for many
days before arriving at a decision. When her court reconvened the
following Monday, she announced her verdict: She would agree to a
marriage between Worthington’s daughter and one of the aristocratic
sons who had not been able to arrange a suitable marriage. She sent
out a letter to all the families with bachelor sons and asked for a
recommendation.

She then had the warlord’s messenger
escorted to the outer boundaries of her domain with the response to
his letter. She told him a suitable marriage would be arranged and
it was good for him to send his daughter to her court.

Of all the recommendations that the
empress received, the one who most impressed her was Darnel the
Younger. She had known of his father many years. He kept her peace
in his lands and led her forces in numerous campaigns against the
tribes to the east. The other members of her court knew of him too
and his credentials were just as impressive as his
father.

All their lands were full of happy
farmers and contented craftsmen. She summoned Darnel the Younger to
her palace in Joliet and told him she would provide him with a wife
from the people to the east.

 


 


Darnel received the message from his
empress with some disconcert. Who was this barbarian princess he
was supposed to wed? Would she be instructed in the faith of the
empire before the marriage? He asked his father what he should do.
Darnel the Elder told his son his empress had summoned him and it
was his duty, as a lord of the realm, to follow her instruction. He
was a valiant fighting man and had joined his father many times on
the field against the enemies of Her Imperial Majesty and they had
triumphed every time. Did he not trust in the wisdom of Her? Why
was he asking these questions?

 


 


With heavy thoughts, the young man
journeyed to the palace in Joliet. He crossed the ruined landscape
in his carriage and saw the farmlands that were being reclaimed
into the protection of Her Majesty. He had been told the stories of
how the Empress’s ancestors had established the first court in the
palace, which had been a prison. From it they were able to extend
the rule of their dynasty and bring the former lands together
again. Had it not been for the rule of the Imperial Court, he had
been told, the lands would be in the same dark state, which held
sway to the east and west.

Darnel arrived days earlier than he was
supposed to and stayed in the small town, which had grown up
outside the walls of the palace. The town was mostly a troop
garrison where the legions of the Imperial forces trained for
conquest and defense. He rode past an entire company of legionaries
as the carriage rode into the city. The imperial forces were
answerable only to their empress, but were few in
number.

They were the elite troops which
argument the levies the local nobility raised every year to stop
the barbarians from moving too far into their lands. They were
billeted only outside the palace and on the frontier of the Empire
of Michigonia. The empress preferred not to interfere in the
affairs of her subjects, so long as they accepted her rule and did
not interfere with the imperial control of the borders.

 


 


It was early in the morning on a
Saturday when Darnel was called into court. He was relaxing with
his men-at-arms in an encampment outside the palace when a
messenger arrived from the empress for him to report immediately to
her court. The barbarian princess was arriving and he needed to be
present to meet her. He was to bring no weapons into the court and
only two of his men could accompany him.

“Young Sir, “ one of his
men, called Samuel, said to him as they approached the palace, “it
would appear your carefree bachelor days are over. And you are to
wed this woman from the eastern tribes. What a way to begin a
marriage!’

“I was always told,” Darnel
responded, “by my father that the higher you are born the greater
the responsibility. There are days I wish I could have been born a
farmer and only had to worry about whether or not the harvest yield
was any good.”

A division of legionaries in their
finery escorted them into the palace. The guards at the gate were
handpicked for their loyalty to the throne and wore the finest
armor made from the best metal, which could be salvaged from the
ancestral cities. The armorers of the empress were skilled at
bringing out the best pieces of steel, which could be found in the
ruined cities of the Elders. Most of the smelting techniques had
been lost to time, but some had been rediscovered.

The empress was sitting in state on her
throne, a dais that rose above crowd of nobles, petitioners and
common folk below. Next to her were her husband, the archduke, and
their daughters. The sons of the empress were out training with the
legionaries and did not have to attend court. However, as the crown
matrimonial passed to the daughters, it was felt they should be on
hand to learn the art of governing. To her other side was her
confessor, a monk from the monastery where Darnel’s brother served
in the Holy City of Detroit.

“The court of Her Most
Majestic Emperor Lakeisha calls forth the delegation from the lands
of Worthington the Fierce,” the herald called out and everyone
turned to have a look at the barbarian delegation.

There were ten in the party, the
daughter of the warlord and her ladies in waiting. Five
leather-clad men who were angry they had to leave their swords at
the front gate, surrounded her. Each one of her guards was at least
six feet tall and massive. These were men who were accustomed to
throwing themselves against the front line of enemy troops. They
had shaggy beards and bloody eyes. These men would have recently
fought against the empress and were not afraid of any imperial
agent.

It was only with great reluctance that
they would leave their warlord’s daughter after she was promised to
Darnel.

The guards and her ladies surrounded
the daughter of the warlord, his eldest, when she approached. They
fell back to allow her to go near the throne. Unlike everyone else,
she did not kneel. At this very moment she felt equal to the regal
woman before her and saw no need to do so.

“You are the daughter of
Worthington who rules to the east?” the empress asked
her.

“I am,” she said.

“What is your name?” the
empress asked her.

“I am called Betty the
Proud,” she told her. “But Her Majesty may refer to me as simply
Betty.”

She was a regal woman and tall. Betty
the barbarian woman stood a good six feet two inches in height and
rose over her own party. She had long brown hair that was carefully
braided and wore ornate jewelry around her neck. She was dressed in
a leather gown, which had mystical symbols of protection sewn into
it: Alternating bands of red, then white, followed by blue. On her
blouse were stars which some said represented the different nations
of the old republic which had fallen when the Elders warred against
each other.

But what shocked the assembly was how
pale all barbarians were. Instead of the deep brown and black of
the Michigonians, these people were the color of the white sand on
the beach. Many of the tribes to the east were light of complexion,
but these were the lightest any one had ever seen. A gasp had gone
up through the court when they walked into the great
hall.

Darnel had never seen such a woman
before except in the history books, which had survived from the
time of the elders. He was astounded by their appearance. She was
beautiful, but beautiful in a manner he’d never seen
before.

“I think she must be a
ghost,” Samuel said to him from the side. “Or at least one who
looks very much like one.”

“I find her very
attractive,” Darnel said to his friend. “She is not what I
expected, but she is pleasing to the eye.”

“Betty the Proud,” the
empress said to the tall woman before her. “Is it still you and
your father’s intention to give you in marriage to a member of my
court?”

“It is,” she said, although
her level of interest did seem low.

“Then let Lord Darnel the
Younger come forward,” she cried out to the crowd.

The herald stepped out and called to
the multitude: “Her Imperial Majesty calls forth Darnel the
Younger!”

Darnel walked down the aisle opened by
the multitude in front of the empress’ throne and presented himself
to her. He dropped to one knee, but kept his face upon
her.

“Darnel,” the empress said
to him. “We have here Betty the Proud. Her father has sent her to
be married to a member of my court to show his desire to enter his
lands under the protection of my realm. Everyone I have talked to
says that there is no finer man to wed this woman than the man who
now prostrates himself before me. If I ordered you to wed this
moment on this very spot, would you have a problem doing
so?”

“No, Your Majesty,” he said
to her. “My family has been a loyal servant of your house for six
generations.”

“Indeed, young Darnel,” she
said
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A Romance Set In The Future






