
Hamza Laaouamri

Echoes of the Black Forest





  

  Copyright © 2025 by Hamza Laaouamri


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The Whispering Snow




The snow in the Black Forest didn’t fall; it danced. Kira had always thought so, ever since she was a child peering out from the frosted window of her grandmother’s cottage. Tonight, fat, crystalline flakes waltzed down from a sky the color of bruised plums, each one a silent storyteller in the encroaching twilight. The air, sharp and cold, carried the scent of pine and frozen earth, a perfume as familiar to her as her own reflection. But something was different this evening. A low, humming tension vibrated through the soles of her worn leather boots, a feeling that the forest was holding its breath.




Inside, the cottage was an island of warmth in the vast, wintry sea. The hearth crackled, spitting embers that glowed like captured fireflies, and the familiar aroma of cinnamon and drying herbs hung in the air. Yet, Kira’s gaze was fixed on the ancient, gnarled woods that bordered their home, a place of fairy tales and warnings, of beauty and shadowed repute. The trees stood like silent sentinels, their branches heavy with snow, their dark trunks stark against the deepening white. It was a place you respected, a place you didn’t enter after dusk, a rule as old as the village itself.




A shiver, unrelated to the cold, traced a path down her spine. It had started three nights ago—a sound, faint and ethereal, like wind chimes played on a breeze that didn’t exist. Her grandmother called it the *Flüsternschnee*, the Whispering Snow, a folktale to frighten children. But Kira had heard it, a melodic pull that seemed to emanate from the forest’s deepest heart. It was a sound that promised magic and spoke of forgotten things.




*It’s just the wind,* she told herself, her breath fogging the windowpane. *Just the groaning of old branches.* But her heart, that stubborn, foolish muscle, beat a rhythm of dissent. It was a song, and it was calling to her.




Her fingers traced the intricate frost patterns on the glass, each one a miniature, frozen forest. A strange symbol had appeared there this morning, a spiral intersected by a single, straight line, etched into the ice as if by an unseen artist. She had wiped it away, her pulse quickening, only for it to reappear, more defined this time, on the other side of the window. Now, as the last light of day bled from the sky, she saw it again, not on the glass, but glowing faintly amidst the trees. A soft, silver luminescence pulsed from a clearing just beyond the familiar deer trail, forming the very same spiral.




The call was stronger now, a resonant hum that seemed to bypass her ears and settle deep within her bones. It was a lure, both terrifying and irresistible. Before reason could chain her to the safety of the hearth, Kira found herself pulling on her thick, fur-lined cloak and slipping a small, brass compass into her pocket—a gift from her absent father.




*Don’t be a fool, Kira,* a voice in her head, one that sounded suspiciously like her grandmother, warned. *The forest takes things. It doesn’t give them back.*




But another voice, a quieter, more insistent whisper that felt like her own, urged her forward. It spoke of wonder, of a world brimming with secrets just waiting to be uncovered. With one last, lingering look at the cozy cottage, she lifted the iron latch on the heavy oak door. The cold air rushed to greet her, a sharp, clean shock that stole her breath and solidified her resolve. The door clicked shut behind her, the sound swallowed by the immense, waiting silence of the Black Forest. The snow beneath her feet crunched, a lonely sound in the vast quiet, and as she took her first step onto the path, she could have sworn the very trees leaned in, their snow-dusted branches reaching, whispering her name. The silver light of the symbol ahead pulsed, a beacon in the gathering dark, and with a heart hammering a wild tattoo against her ribs, she walked towards it.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Sunken Stone




The boundary between the familiar world and the forest’s magic was not a line, but a breath. One moment, Kira was in the woods she knew, the next, the very air seemed to thicken, shimmering with an unseen energy. The cold deepened, but it was a clean, invigorating chill that made the stars seem closer, brighter, like chips of diamond scattered on black velvet. The whispering sound grew clearer, coalescing from a vague hum into a tapestry of faint, overlapping melodies, as if the snowflakes themselves were singing.




*This is real,* she thought, her heart a frantic drum against her ribs. Fear was a cold knot in her stomach, but it was tangled with a profound, exhilarating wonder. As this awe blossomed within her, the snow at her feet began to answer. Tiny, phosphorescent motes of light stirred within the drifts, swirling around her ankles in gentle eddies. With every brave step she took forward, the glow intensified, illuminating her path in a soft, ethereal blue. The trees, ancient and immense, no longer felt menacing. Their branches, laden with their white winter robes, seemed to form a protective canopy above her, their trunks glowing with a faint, inner warmth wherever her light touched them.




The silver spiral, her beacon, pulsed ahead. It wasn’t floating in the air as she had first thought. It was carved into the flat, moss-dusted face of a colossal grey stone, half-buried in the snow-covered earth. The stone was smooth, ancient, and radiated a faint vibration that she could feel through the soles of her boots. It was a low, resonant thrum, the deep and steady rhythm of a sleeping heart. The air around it smelled of ozone and damp soil, a scent of deep places and forgotten time.




Hesitantly, she reached out a gloved hand, her fingers trembling as they hovered just above the glowing symbol. The light seemed to reach for her, tendrils of silver energy coiling around her fingertips like curious, weightless smoke. The whispers swirled around her, a symphony of secrets just beyond her understanding. She held her breath, poised on the precipice of discovery, and pressed her palm flat against the cold, vibrating surface.




A sudden warmth flooded her arm, a jolt of energy that was startling but not painful. The light of the spiral flared, blindingly bright, and a cascade of images, fleeting and fractured, flooded her mind: a soaring bird with feathers of shadow, a tree with roots that touched a star-lit sky, a circle of hooded figures chanting in a forgotten tongue, and a pair of eyes, ancient and cold, watching from an impenetrable darkness.




“You shouldn’t have touched it.”




The voice, low and sharp, cut through her reverie. Kira gasped and stumbled back, her hand flying from the stone as if burned. The light dimmed instantly, the whispers receding into the ambient hum of the forest. From the deep shadows between two monolithic pines, a figure emerged. He was a young man, perhaps a few years older than her, with a lean, wiry frame and a face that seemed carved from the forest itself—all sharp angles and watchful intensity. He was dressed in practical, dark wools and furs, and in his hand, he held a staff of polished rowan wood. His eyes, the color of moss after a rain, fixed on her with an unnerving mixture of disapproval and concern.




“Who—who are you?” Kira stammered, her voice thin in the vast quiet.




He took a step closer, his movements fluid and silent, like a hunter’s. “My name is Matthias. I could ask the same of you, but the Sunken Stone has already answered. It hasn’t glowed like that in a hundred years.” He gestured with his staff toward the symbol-etched rock. “They only wake for those with the old blood in their veins.”




Kira stared at him, then back at the stone, its light now just a faint, silvery ghost of what it had been. “The old blood? I don’t understand.”




Matthias’s expression softened almost imperceptibly. “Few do, these days. That’s the point. Some things are meant to be forgotten.” He looked past her, his gaze sweeping the darkened woods as if searching for unseen listeners. “You’ve woken something up, girl. Not just the stone. A shadow is stirring in the heart of this forest, drawn to light like a moth to a flame. You need to leave. Go back to your cottage and forget what you saw.”




But Kira couldn’t. The images she had seen, the feeling of that ancient power—it had already taken root in her. Turning back now felt like closing a book in the middle of the most important chapter. “I can’t,” she said, her voice finding a sliver of newfound strength. “It was calling to me. I have to know why.”




Matthias studied her for a long, silent moment, his mossy eyes seeming to weigh her very soul. The wind picked up, swirling the glowing snow between them, and the forest seemed to wait, listening for his answer. Finally, he sighed, a sound like the rustle of dry leaves. “Then you are a bigger fool than I thought,” he said, though there was no malice in his tone. “The path the Stone reveals is not a game. It leads deeper in, to places where the old rules apply and the winter is more than just a season. It leads straight into the heart of the danger you’ve just invited.” He pointed his staff not towards her home, but into the deeper, uncharted darkness of the forest. “If you insist on walking it, you won’t walk it alone. But I tell you now, you will wish you had turned back.”
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The Glimmering Path


The forest held its silence, a vast, breathing quiet that pressed in on all sides. The initial shock of Matthias’s appearance had ebbed, leaving Kira with a thrumming awareness of her own heartbeat. She looked from his grim, weathered face to the Sunken Stone, now just a dark shape in the snow, its inner light extinguished. The world felt tilted on its axis, the familiar woods of her childhood suddenly a place of stark and unsettling magic.


“What shadow?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. “What did I wake?”


Matthias’s gaze swept the oppressive darkness of the surrounding trees, his knuckles white where he gripped his rowan staff. “Some things don’t have a name you should speak aloud,” he murmured, his breath pluming in the frigid air. “It’s ancient. It’s hungry. And the light you just sent out is like a dinner bell.” He turned his moss-green eyes back to her, and for the first time, she saw a flicker of something beyond irritation: a deep, ingrained weariness. “The Stone chose you, for whatever reason. That means you are now part of the story, whether you like it or not. And it means we have to move. Now.”


“Move where?”


He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he stepped past her and knelt in the snow, running his bare fingers over the cold, damp earth where the Stone’s light had been strongest. He closed his eyes, his expression one of intense concentration, as if












































