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         Rimis the Ancient woke up, stared at the roof of his yurt, and began to get up. He threw off his blanket, a dense patchwork of wolverine pelts that was just beginning to smell, then rolled until his knees were braced against the ground. It took him a little while to stand, and he stumbled once or twice, but he was standing straight before too long. Rimis smiled, and began to take slow, deliberate steps toward the great chest that held his clothes.



At least, he called it a chest. In truth, it was little more than a gutted bit of an old log, sealed against wind and dust by a crude lid hewn from the same log. Held within were the wrappings of his station, and beneath them was concealed the greatly coveted Dragon Cloak of Nybere.



Rimis had no idea why the Dragon Cloak of Nybere was so coveted. Throughout his entire life, he had never heard the word ‘dragon’ used in any other context than to refer to the cloak. He always assumed that it meant ‘smells like old bear’.



He opened the chest very slowly, taking care not to drop the sturdy lid or lean too hard against the heavy wood. He spent almost half an hour slowly wrapping himself up in the various layers of woven cloth and animal skins, until finally the only thing left in the chest was the cloak itself. Rimis stared down at the heavy old thing, and wondered if it was even worth wearing today. Then a strong gust of wind blew in through the tent flap, and the old man couldn’t help but shiver.



“Yes,” he told the empty yurt. “Yes, I think I will.”








Once upon a time, the Dragon Cloak of Nybere might have been a truly intimidating bear-skin cloak. When he had been younger, Rimis had dreamed of mighty warriors wearing the cloak, its earthy brown making them seem invisible against the backdrop of the trees. Then he had seen it, a truly glorious patchwork of pelts that ranged from wolf to fox and had a fringe of squirrel tails, but still had that heady bear musk despite all reason. When one of the patches had begun to fray and tear, Rimis had wept, believing the great relic would soon pass to dust. That was when his father had shown him something beautiful.



Ranak had taken his hunting boomerang, carved from the bone of an elephant, and guided Rimis out over the hills until their village could not be seen. Then he had thrown the boomerang, and in a single blow he had felled a fox. Without even bothering to return to the village, he had skinned the fox, treated the skin, taken the cloak from his back and began to patch the weak spots. When he was done, he showed it to his son.



“Tell me, Rimis. Is this the Dragon Cloak of Nybere?”



Young and foolish as he had been, Rimis had not understood his father at first. “Of course it is, father.”



“But it has been changed. See here, where once there was a bit of wolverine that was worn thin, there is now fresh foxfur. Is it the same cloak?”



That had been a bit of a puzzle for the young man, and he had spent quite a few long seconds scrutinizing the cloak. “Yes?”, he hazarded, and was rewarded with a genial smile from his father.



“Quite correct, my boy. Though the material has changed, it is still the same cloak. As the pelts grow old, they will need to be replaced. New animals will be killed, the skinning might be done in a different way, and you might decide to add a tasteful design here or there. But, and this is important, even when there is not a single hair of these pelts left in the cloak, it will still be the Dragon Cloak of Nybere.”





Those had been better days, for Rimis and the cloak both. With every year that passed, Rimis had a little less passion for his sacred duty, and so every year the cloak moved further and further away from the glory it had seen under Ranak’s careful hands. The cloak was allowed to sit and molder for far longer, and rather than seek out the best new pelts, Rimis would often only kill whatever was closest. Had the Dragon Cloak of Nybere been the sort of thing that ne’er-do-wells and rogues still hunted for, they would not have recognized the tattered covering that Rimis now threw across his back as their prey.



Rimis sighed as he fastened the clasp, the cloak feeling heavier on his shoulders than it usually did. The little part of him that still cared about the cloak felt like his entire life was crashing down around him, and had been doing so for the past three years. He hadn’t been able to find and kill any animals with the proper kind of pelts for far too long. Gone were the days of brilliant crimson and chestnut brown; the animals of today were as pale and white as sun-bleached bone.



But Rimis still had a duty, so he put the lid back on the chest and trudged along the inner edge of the yurt until he reached the flap to the outside world. He reached out for the walking stick that lay beside the flap, and let almost all of his weight fall on the old thing. Thusly anchored, Rimis bent down and picked up his hunting boomerang. His father’s boomerang.

	

The cloak felt somehow heavier as Rimis slotted the boomerang into the custom-made loop in his belt. The metal clasp pressed against his neck, and for a moment it seemed to grow colder than the coldest wind. Perhaps it was remembering his father. Remembering better days, when the animals were strong and dark and actually ran away when a hunter advanced on them. These days, Rimis very nearly felt bad for hunting, the animals were so slow and fat. He had never been one to hunt for sport, but all the same, this felt like the very antithesis of sporting.

	

Still, it was that or try his luck at plowing the earth, and Rimis wasn’t quite so proud that he’d starve to death instead of take an easy hunt. So he drew back the yurt’s flap, and took the day’s first step out into the world.








Perhaps the most beautiful sound that any hunter can hear is the sound of their weapon striking true, landing a killing blow despite any and all odds. Fat and lazy or not, the sound of a rabbit’s skull caving in around a hunting boomerang from ten yards away was wont to make Rimis the Ancient feel ten years old again. He all but bounded over the cold earth to gather his kill, and he eagerly tore out his boomerang and lifted the rabbit into the pouch that hung at his side. It would make a good meal, and a good pair of mittens as well. Out of habit, Rimis checked the cloak, but was pleased to see that it did not need patching. Not at the moment, anyway.

	

Rimis checked to make sure that his pouch was still secure, and couldn’t help but laugh as he looked at the rabbit. He could not remember ever killing a brown rabbit with quite so much meat on it. He briefly considered that it might be a farmer’s pet, but quickly put that silly notion out of his mind.

	

“As if one of them would give up this much green, and then let you wander off.” Rimis chuckled, not even caring that he had just spoken to a dead rabbit, and pulled himself back up to a standing position. As he cleaned his boomerang on a scrap of old badger, a gust of wind blew in from the south and shook the branches of a nearby tree. Rimis looked up, and his wistful smile became a somber frown.

	

He remembered leaves. Once, they had been everywhere. Of course, he had only ever seen them in sparse clumps, but he had heard stories from his elders, who had heard stories from their elders of a time when trees were full of leaves. He remembered how once, on one of his father’s great southerly hunting trips, he had stumbled across a tree that was at least half-covered in leaves. The colors, like all the most beautiful sunsets of his life all laid out at once, had moved a young Rimis to tears.

	

Nobody could tell him why the leaves fell. None of them could say what it was that made trees such bare and lifeless things, or why leaves did not grow back like the fruit bushes did. And if there were any who could tell him, they simply would not say. 








Rimis remembered one time, a little over seven years past, that he had come across a couple of young farmer boys harvesting the bushes that grew around one bare tree. He had asked them, “Can either of you tell me why the leaves fall?”



The older of the two boys had turned to him and said, “Why should we tell you anything, old man? You will be dead soon enough anyway!”

	

Rimis had seen the wisdom in the boy’s words, and considered the matter closed. So instead he asked them, “Could you at least tell me why it is that the animals are becoming so pale and white, and why their coats become so thick and heavy? As you say, I will soon be dead, so you need not fear that I will share your secrets with any more of us foolish hunters.”

	

The appeal to their ego had not worked. The younger of the two boys had looked up at him and said, “What use would such things be to you? You will change nothing by simply knowing, and you scarcely have time to keep your stomach full. Better that we answer such questions as asked by the young, so that they learn and their young can ask different questions.”

	

Rimis had gone away from the two farmers with a wide smile on his face, and humility fresh in his heart. Much as he had heard his fellow hunters mock the farmers in his younger days, he knew that even the most foolish of them was far wiser than he could ever be. They could carve good, rich food out of the earth, while he had to depend first on the cleverness of the animals simply so that his kill would have enough meat on its bones to be worth killing. True, he still did not know why the world was changing, but he had learned on that day that he did not need to know.

	

Still, he would have liked to know. Perhaps the world would feel less empty, if only he knew why it felt like that.








For as long as Rimis the Ancient had lived, the world had been cold. The water was cold, the air was cold, and the earth was cold. There were only three things in the world that Rimis knew to be warm; the blood of a fresh kill, the roar of a fire, and the rays of the sun. He had never in all his life spoken to anyone who remembered the world being otherwise, nor had he ever dreamed of a world that was not cold. It was simply the way of the world, that a man needed to cover himself if ever he wished to leave the yurt.



Even so, Rimis had never known a colder wind than the one that now swept over him. All his wrappings might as well have been absent for all the good they did him, and the Dragon Cloak of Nybere suddenly seemed much more full of holes than it truly was. His hand tightened around his walking stick until he was sure that his bones would burst out through his flesh, and he turned to go back to his yurt. The rabbit would be enough to tide him over until the wind died down, then he could come back and do a proper hunt. It was inconvenient, to be sure, but at least he had something to show for his efforts. 

	

That was when Rimis turned his gaze skyward, and saw a change in the world that dwarfed all others.

	

There, softly falling down to earth from amidst the wind, there came something quite unlike Rimis had ever seen in his forty years of life. It glittered and sparkled like the noonday sun reflecting off of water, yet it seemed to be no larger than the space between two hairs. Overcome by curiosity and briefly forgetting the cold, Rimis dared to stretch out his aging hand towards the heavens. The strange thing fell closer, then closer still, then finally came to rest in the palm of his hand.

	

Rimis fell back in shock, and he screamed in pain and terror as he clutched his hand to his chest. That thing... It was impossible. It had been cold, far colder than anything he had ever known, as though all of the wind around him had been pressed down into a single pinprick of burning coldness. His hand felt numb to the touch, and his fingers refused to move. He did not dare turn his hand to look at the thing, for it felt as though it had torn away most of his palm.

	

Had Rimis not been so distracted by the shock of touching the snowflake, he might have looked up, and seen the gathering clouds. Perhaps it was best that he did no such thing, but instead ran back to his yurt as soon as he was able.








This is Nybere. It is a slow world; slow to turn, slow to change, and slow to learn from its mistakes. Every season lasts three hundred years on Nybere, and through a combination of harsh weather conditions and some interesting genetic quirks, its inhabitants rarely live longer than thirty years at a time. By the time autumn rolls around, spring is such a distant memory that it is no longer remembered. For the most part, the people of Nybere live well enough, if more than a little ignorant to the ways of the world. 



One would hope that they would make up for this by being fast learners. But then, hope doesn’t mean much in a snowstorm.
      

      
   