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        In remote northern forests where secrets dwell, a village thrives on magical pillows filled with special feathers that banish nightmares. Soren, a gifted feather gatherer who understands birds’ language, lives in harmony with nature. When drought threatens his livelihood, he succumbs to temptation, breaking nature’s laws with dire consequences. This dark tale explores how the boundary between human and beast dissolves as folk legends awaken with primal terror, transforming a simple craftsman into something monstrous.
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      In the northern lands, where forests stand as dark walls and winters outlast summers, there lay hidden a small village. In naught did it differ from the multitude of other hamlets scattered amongst woods and fields, save for one thing—it was renowned throughout the region for its wondrous pillows.

      No ordinary pillows were these, but enchanted ones. Those who slumbered upon them beheld dreams light and luminous, while troubles and worries retreated, if only until morn. They were crafted from special feathers—small, downy ones, gathered in forests and along river banks. Not every feather was suited for these pillows, only those that birds themselves had left behind whilst molting or building nests.

      The gatherer of these feathers was Soren—a young man with flaxen hair and eyes the hue of clear spring skies. He dwelt upon the village edge, in a small yet tidy house, inherited from his parents, who had perished from winter fever when he was not yet fifteen. Nearly five years had passed since then, and now Soren was known as the finest feather gatherer in all the region.

      Each morn, ere the first rays of spring sunshine pierced the mist above the forest, Soren was already afoot. He would wash with cold water from a wooden pail, break his fast with bread, milk, and honey, and then prepare for his journey. He carried with him only what was needful—a woven basket for his findings, a leather pouch for the most precious feathers, and a staff with a hook at its end to retrieve feathers from places difficult to reach.

      His path might lead him anywhere—to river pools where migratory birds rested, to clearings where black grouse performed their mating displays, to ancient hollow trees where owls nested. Soren knew every trail in the forest, every secluded nook where one might find the feathers of rare birds.

      There was something special in his craft, nigh unto magical. He wandered not aimlessly through forests, gathering whatsoever chanced to fall under his hand. Nay, Soren could hearken to the forest, sense its mood. He knew how to find the right places at the right time. He would stand motionless, listening to avian trills, and smile, recognizing the voices of his small woodland neighbors.

      On that spring day, when the last snows had already melted, yielding place to the first blossoms, Soren made his way toward a lake that lay two hours’ walk from the village. There, amidst the reed thickets, dwelt a colony of herons, and now, at the spring’s beginning, they prepared for nesting, leaving behind multitudes of feathers.

      The journey was not brief, yet pleasant. Soren walked unhurriedly, savoring the morning coolness. Fields stretched all around, groves grew verdant, and birds greeted him with song. Sometimes he would pause to retrieve a feather lost amidst the grass—a white goose feather, a mottled pheasant’s, or dark, raven-black feathers with an azure sheen.

      The grass was still moist with dew, and his footprints darkened behind him, as if someone traced the path of his steps. The sun rose slowly, gilding the fields, and dewdrops upon leaves transformed into tiny diamonds.

      Each finding delighted Soren. Not for the coin he would receive upon giving the feathers to the master pillowmaker, but for the sense of duty fulfilled. For his labor brought people tranquility and dreams, and what could be more important in a world brimming with anxieties?

      By midday, Soren reached the lake’s shore. He sat in the shade of an ancient willow to rest and partake of nourishment. From his pouch he took bread and cheese, and drank water from his flask. While he ate, the forest life continued all around him. A squirrel leaped from branch to branch, rustling the foliage. Somewhere a woodpecker drummed. And directly before him, upon a thistle flower, perched a butterfly with bright orange wings.

      Soren cherished these moments of silence and peace, when he felt himself a part of nature, an unnoticed observer of its eternal movement. He understood the language of bird songs, knew when they warned each other of danger, and when they simply rejoiced in the sun. By tracks in the damp earth, he could read the tale of the night past—who had hunted, who had fled, who had found sustenance, and who had remained hungry.

      Having rested, Soren set to his work. Carefully, striving not to disturb the birds, he walked around the lake’s shore, gathering feathers. They lay everywhere—upon the water, upon the shoreline sand, amidst the reeds. White and grey, large and small, each found its place in Soren’s basket.

      The herons, it seemed, feared him not. They stood in the shallow water, motionless as statues, only occasionally making lightning strikes to catch an unwary fish. Soren was careful not to trouble them, giving their nests wide berth. He knew the birds trusted him, and he treasured that trust.

      At the lake’s edge, Soren noticed several white feathers floating upon the water. Cautiously, so as not to wet his footwear, he drew nearer and, with the aid of his hooked staff, fished them out. The feathers were long, with sharp tips—clearly from the wing of some large bird, perchance a heron or stork. Not the most valuable for pillows, yet the craftsmen sometimes used them for adornment.

      By eventide, the basket was full. Soren was weary, but felt satisfaction in a task well done. He sat upon the shore to rest ere beginning the journey back, and gazed in admiration at the sunset. The sun descended behind the forest, painting sky and water in hues of gold and purple.

      Suddenly, something caught his eye—a small bird, entangled in a fishing net left upon the shore. Belike, it had attempted to snatch a fish caught in the mesh and had itself become trapped.

      Soren approached with care. The bird—a small kingfisher with a bright blue back and orange breast—fluttered fearfully, trying to free itself. But the more it struggled, the more entangled it became in the thin threads.

      “Hush, little one, fear not,” whispered Soren, slowly extending his hand.

      The bird grew still, regarding him with black bead-like eyes. In them he read fear, but something else as well... hope? Soren could not say with certainty, but it seemed to him that the kingfisher understood—he had come to render aid.

      Carefully, striving not to cause pain, Soren began to untangle the net. It was meticulous work—the threads had cut into the slender legs and wings. But his fingers, accustomed to delicate work with feathers, moved deftly and surely.

      At last, the final loop was removed, and the kingfisher was free. Soren expected the bird to fly away forthwith, yet it remained sitting upon his palm, as if disbelieving its good fortune or gathering strength.

      “There now, thou art free,” smiled Soren. “Fly.”

      The kingfisher tilted its head to one side, as if studying its savior, and then suddenly soared into the air. It circled above Soren’s head, as if bidding farewell, and then darted over the water, swift and bright as a blue lightning bolt.

      Soren followed it with his gaze, feeling a strange warmth in his breast. He had taken not a single feather from the bird, though kingfisher feathers were highly prized for their brightness. But the joy of having aided a small creature was more precious than any reward.

      Uplifted by this feeling, Soren gathered his belongings and set forth upon the return journey. The sun had already set, but the full moon illuminated the path, and he found with ease the trail leading to the village.

      Upon returning home, Soren’s first task was to lay out the gathered feathers to dry. In his small cottage at the village edge, he had a special table for this work—broad, with a smooth surface and many small drawers for different types of feathers. Here he could spend hours, sorting through his treasures, admiring their beauty and perfection.

      On the morrow he would sort them and take them to the master pillowmaker, but now he was too wearied for this task. The master was always pleased with Soren’s work—the young man brought feathers of the finest quality, cleaner and more beautiful than any other.

      After supping and washing, Soren lay down to sleep. And that night he dreamed of birds—free, bright, soaring in the boundless blue sky. And among them the little kingfisher, blue as the spring sky and swift as the wind. And Soren, it seemed, soared with them, feeling upon his face the touch of wind and the sun’s warmth.

      In the morning, he awoke rested and happy, ready for a new day and new discoveries that awaited him in forests and fields. For the feather gatherer was not merely a craft, but a way of life, full of beauty and the mysteries of nature.
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      Spring flowed gently into summer. The days grew longer and warmer, filling with bright colors and the fragrances of blooming herbs. The forests donned a dense verdure, as if cloaked in a shadowy mantle that shielded them from the scorching sun. Birds sang without cease, built nests, and reared their young.

      For Soren, this was the finest season of the year. Feathers grew ever more abundant—they remained in nests, fell during avian quarrels and play, were lost during molting. Each day he returned home with a basket filled to the brim, and Master Torben—a lean old man with a long silver beard and fingers gnarled from constant toil with the needle—would nod approvingly as he sorted through the wares brought before him.

      “Good,” he would say, setting aside the choicest feathers in a special coffer. “Most excellent. With such plumage, our pillows shall be glorious indeed.”

      Soren smiled, accepting the praise with quiet pleasure. After his parents’ passing, Master Torben had become to him akin to a foster father. ‘Twas he who had taught Soren all the subtleties of the craft, revealed the finest places for seeking feathers, and explained which were suited for pillows and which were not.

      Thus continued life until midsummer, when the unforeseen befell them. A drought began. The sun blazed without mercy, withering the grass and transforming it into yellow straw; leaves on trees drooped forlornly, and rivers ran shallow. Even the lake where Soren loved to gather the feathers of waterfowl had greatly receded, revealing its muddy bed.

      The birds grew restless. Many abandoned their customary nesting grounds in search of water and sustenance. Those that remained guarded their plumage, no longer casting their feathers about as before. Soren returned home ever more frequently with a basket but half-filled.

      Master Torben frowned as he counted the meager harvest.

      “Too few,” he shook his head. “And the quality is poor. These are large, stiff... unsuitable for our pillows.”

      “The drought, Master Torben,” Soren offered in explanation. “The birds take flight. And those that abide here guard their feathers jealously.”

      “Aye, I know it well,” the old man sighed. “But orders diminish not. Soon comes the fair in the neighboring town, and we have scant wares to offer. What shall I sell? Empty pillowcases?”

      Soren held his peace. He understood the master’s concern, yet what remedy could he provide? One cannot bid birds molt more frequently or leave behind more feathers. Such is nature’s law—all things in their appointed time.

      With each passing day, their plight worsened. Soren would depart for the forest ere dawn’s first light and return only when darkness fell, expanding his territory, venturing into the most remote corners of the woodland, yet the yield grew ever more sparse. Even by the dried-up river pools, where once one could invariably find at least a few duck feathers, now there was naught but emptiness—the waterfowl had departed for more abundant waters far from the village.
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