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This book is dedicated to all those who have listened—even when the Voice was silent. And to those who will carry the shofar when the world needs to hear again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CONTENTS



[image: ]



	
	Acknowledgments

	i


	1

	The Last Words

	1


	2

	The Journey to Jerusalem

	14


	3

	The Cemetery

	25


	4

	The Pull

	35


	5

	The Wall

	50


	6

	Panic

	109


	7

	The World is Watching

	158


	8

	Questions Without Answers

	163


	9

	The Olive Grove

	168


	10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20


––––––––
[image: ]


	The Watchmen

The Visitor

The Messenger

The Watchman’s Message

The Hidden Watchmen

The Letter

The Second Call

The Gathering

The Demand

The Test of Kings

The Voice in The Woods

	185

189

196

203

209

216

232

238

245

252

259




DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Scripture quotations are taken from the King James Version of the Bible, which is in the public domain. The use of scripture verses throughout this work is intended to support the themes and narrative of the story and should not be construed as an endorsement of any particular theological interpretation. The author has attempted to treat all religious traditions represented in this work with respect and sensitivity.

The author and publisher assume no responsibility for any errors, omissions, or inaccuracies contained herein. The opinions expressed in this work are solely those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the publisher or any affiliated organizations.

This novel is a work of fiction intended for entertainment and spiritual reflection. It should not be interpreted as a prophecy, a prediction of future events, or a definitive theological statement. Readers are encouraged to consult their own religious traditions and spiritual leaders for guidance on matters of faith.
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Prologue: The Valley of Decision

“Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision: for the day of the Lord is near in the valley of decision.”
Joel 3:14

The sky above the valley burned red, not with the tenderness of dawn or the fading beauty of sunset, but with the deep and terrible crimson of a world that had been opened and bled dry. Smoke moved across the heavens in slow, black currents, folding over the mountains and blotting out the stars until even the firmament seemed to have turned its face away from what lay below.

The dead covered the valley from one ridge to the other.

They had come wearing crowns, armor, linen, rags, and priestly garments. They had come carrying banners stitched with the symbols of kingdoms that believed themselves chosen, eternal, and immune from ruin. Now their banners lay torn in the mud, their crowns bent beneath the feet of the fallen, their swords broken or buried half-deep in soil darkened by blood. Kings lay beside servants. Soldiers lay beside shepherds. Men who had commanded armies lay with their mouths open to a heaven that no longer answered them in the way they had expected.

There were no cries left in the valley. The wounded had either died or lost the strength to beg. No horses screamed. No captains shouted orders. No mothers called the names of sons who would never rise. The silence that remained did not feel peaceful. It felt imposed, as though an unseen hand had pressed down upon the earth and commanded all creation to listen.

Upon the northern ridge stood four figures.

They were hooded and motionless, their faces hidden in shadow, their robes stirring in a wind that did not touch the grass or the smoke, or the strips of torn cloth caught on shattered spears below. Each sat upon a horse, and each horse seemed both living and not living, present in the valley yet untouched by the valley’s ruin. The first horse was white, pale as polished bone beneath lightning. Its rider carried no visible weapon, but the stillness around him had the patience of conquest. The second horse was red, the color of fresh blood running warm from a wound, and across its rider’s lap rested a sword whose edge reflected the burning sky. The third horse was black, and the rider held a pair of scales in one hand, perfectly balanced despite the wind. The fourth horse stood apart from the others. It was not white, nor gray, but pale with the sickly color of winter flesh, and the rider upon it bowed his hooded head as if listening for the last breath of the world.

Thunder moved through the mountains.

For an instant lightning revealed the valley in full, and the dead seemed without number. Then darkness returned and the four remained where they were, as they had remained through the rise and fall of every empire that had mistaken patience for absence. They had watched men build cities and call them holy. They had watched kings turn faith into banners and banners into reasons for slaughter. They had watched the poor starve while granaries were locked, watched children inherit the hatreds of fathers, watched men kneel in prayer before marching out to murder in the name of heaven.

A voice spoke over the valley.

It came from no visible mouth. It rose from the stones, from the smoke, from the broken shields, from the blood-soaked earth itself, and when it spoke, the mountains seemed to remember the first command that had ever shaped them.

“Man was warned.”

The words passed through the valley like judgment and vanished into the silence beyond. The white horse lifted its head. The red horse stamped once upon the ridge. The rider of the black horse closed his fingers around the scales. The pale rider did not move.

The voice came again, deeper now, older than the names of nations.

“Mercy was offered.”

A wind moved across the battlefield then, gentle enough to lift ashes from the ground but not strong enough to disturb the dead. It carried with it the smell of smoke, iron, and rain that had not yet fallen. Far beyond the ridge, beyond the valley, beyond the mountains and the kingdoms that would one day rise where other kingdoms had burned, a sound drifted through the darkness.

It was faint at first, so faint it might have been mistaken for memory. Then it came again, long and mournful, trembling through the air with the ache of something ancient being awakened. It was not the silver cry of a trumpet from a palace wall. It was rougher than that, deeper, older, a sound shaped by breath and obedience.

A shofar.

The four riders turned toward it.

Across the impossible distance of years unborn, the sound continued to call, and the valley seemed to tremble beneath it. It was not a summons made by a king, nor an alarm raised by an army. It carried no pride. It carried no ambition. It sounded like grief. It sounded like warning. It sounded like a child standing somewhere far away in a world not yet broken enough to understand what it had awakened.

The white horse stepped forward first, placing one silent hoof upon the slope. The red followed, then the black, and last the pale horse moved from its place apart from the others. Together they descended the ridge, not with haste, but with the terrible certainty of those who had never needed to hurry. Thunder rolled overhead, and the crimson sky darkened until it seemed the heavens themselves were closing.

The unseen voice spoke one final time.

“The child has begun.”

The shofar sounded again, louder now, reaching across centuries, across bloodlines, across the graves of the righteous and the forgotten. The valley dissolved beneath its cry. The bodies vanished. The ruined banners vanished. The riders became shadow against storm, then less than shadow, then nothing at all.

Only the sound remained.

It crossed deserts and seas. It passed over temples and cities, over forests where no human foot had walked, over oceans where storms were still forming. It moved through the bones of history until it found the one for whom it had been waiting.

A fourteen-year-old boy named Joel Adelman.
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“Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints.”
— Psalm 116:15

One year after the Morning Star came home surrounded by navy vessels, news helicopters, and the kind of silence that followed miracles no one knew how to explain, Joel Adelman still could not sleep without the shofar near his bed.

It rested inside the same brown, tattered case his great-grandmother had placed in his hands on the day of his Bar Mitzvah. The velvet inside was worn thin in places, and the hinges gave a faint complaint whenever he opened it, but Joel treated the case as if it were made of temple gold. There were nights when he woke from dreams of fire, screaming passengers, blood on polished floors, and the deep cry of the ancient horn rolling through steel corridors like thunder sent from God. 

On those nights, he would sit up in the dark, reach toward the chair beside his bed, and touch the lid just to make sure it was still there.

His father told him that trauma did strange things to memory. His mother told him that God had kept him for a reason. His bubbe had only smiled when he asked her what reason could possibly be large enough to explain what had happened.

She was the only one who never tried to soften the answer.

Now she was dying.

—-
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SHOSHANA ADELMAN LAY in the back bedroom of the apartment, beneath a quilt Chasha had folded carefully over her thin body. The room smelled of lavender oil, old books, and the faint medicinal scent of the oxygen machine that hummed beside the bed. Her wheelchair sat near the window, untouched for nearly two weeks. She had hated surrendering to the bed more than she had hated pain, and for a woman who had survived Ravensbrück, crossed forests in snow, and outlived nearly everyone who had once known her as a girl, the indignity of weakness offended her more deeply than death.

Joel stood in the doorway holding the shofar case against his chest.

He had grown since the cruise. Not enough to satisfy him, but enough for Sarah Schenker to tease him that he was no longer allowed to complain about being short unless he wanted her to start charging him for sympathy. 

His face had thinned a little, and his eyes had lost some of the softness of childhood. People at synagogue said he had become serious. Teachers said he was distracted. His parents said very little when they thought he was listening, but he had heard enough whispered conversations to know they worried the Morning Star had taken something from him that could not be returned.

Shoshana opened her eyes before he said anything. Even now, with her body failing, her eyes remained sharp and bright, as if whatever fire had carried her through the camps and across the world had retreated there for its final stand.

“You stand there like a thief, Joel.”

Her voice was fragile, but the humor in it remained.

“I didn’t want to wake you.”

Joel stepped into the room.

“If I am sleeping when you come, wake me. I have spent enough of my life sleeping through nothing.”

He smiled because she expected him to, but it did not last. Seeing her like this made his chest ache. In his mind, she was still the woman who had slapped his father’s hand away when he reached too quickly for the shofar, still the woman who had rebuked a guest for calling it valuable, still the woman who could turn a family dinner into a sermon and a warning with the same breath. Now her wrists looked no wider than the wooden handles of the old serving spoons she used to wield in the kitchen like royal instruments.

Joel crossed the room and sat in the chair beside her bed.

“I brought it.”

“I know.”

She lifted her eyes toward the case.

“It has been calling since sunrise.”

Joel looked down at the worn lid.

“Calling you?”

“No, child.”

Her gaze returned to him.

“Calling you.”

A coldness moved through him that had nothing to do with the room. He thought of the nightmare he had had the night before the cruise, the bleeding moon outside his bedroom window, the closet door opening by itself, and the terrible voice that had asked him if he was worthy. He had told himself for a year that it was only a dream. He had repeated his mother’s explanation so often that sometimes he almost believed it.

Almost.

“I don’t hear anything.”

“You will.”

The certainty in her voice frightened him because it was the same certainty she had used when telling him about Ishmael at the checkpoint in Germany. God’s will can only activate it, and at the right moment. Trust me; you will know when that day comes, Joel. At that moment, you and God will be connected. You will become His instrument.

He had not understood those words then. He was not sure he understood them now. All he knew was that after the Morning Star, adults had stopped speaking to him as if he were simply a boy. Some looked at him with awe. Some with suspicion. Some with hunger, as if they wanted a piece of whatever had moved through him that day. Reporters had shouted questions outside their apartment building for weeks. Religious people sent letters. Skeptics sent insults. One man mailed a photograph of the shofar with the words false prophet written across it in red marker.

His father had wanted to throw the case into a safe deposit box and leave it there until Joel was grown. Shoshana had forbidden it.

“You cannot bury what God has already lifted,” she had said.

Now Joel looked at her and wished, with a shameful desperation, that God had chosen someone else.

“Bubbe, I’m scared.”

“I know.”

“I don’t want anything else to happen.”

“That is not for you to decide.”

Her words were not cruel, but they landed with the weight of something immovable.

Joel lowered his eyes.

“I’m only fourteen.”

“Moses was once a baby in a basket. David was once a boy with sheep. Jeremiah told God he was a child, and God sent him anyway.”

“I’m not them.”

“No.”

Shoshana reached one trembling hand from beneath the quilt and touched his cheek.

“You are Joel Adelman. That is burden enough.”

He leaned into her hand because he knew there would not be many more chances to feel it. Her skin was dry and cool, the bones delicate beneath his cheek. For a moment he could almost pretend she would rise from the bed, demand soup, accuse everyone of fussing, and then ask whether his homework was finished.

Chasha appeared in the doorway with a cup of tea she knew Shoshana would barely drink. Daniel stood behind her, his face drawn with the exhaustion of a doctor who understood too much about the body and not enough about how to let someone leave it. He had spent the last week moving between son and physician, checking pulse, adjusting pillows, speaking gently, then stepping into the hallway to pinch the bridge of his nose in silence.

“How are we doing in here?”

Daniel tried to sound cheerful.

“Do not use that doctor voice with me, Daniel. I am dying, not deaf.”

Chasha closed her eyes briefly.

“Bubbe.”

“What? He knows I am right.”

Daniel came to the bedside and took her wrist, more out of habit than necessity.

“You are impossible.”

“And you are still too serious.”

She gave him a look that softened as quickly as it came.

“But you are a good son.”

Daniel’s mouth tightened. For all his education, for all the precision with which he could discuss disease, anatomy, surgery, and prognosis, those five words nearly undid him.

“I should have been better.”

“You were what you were. That is all any of us manage before God corrects the record.”

He lowered his head and kissed her hand. Chasha set the tea on the nightstand and sat on the edge of the bed, smoothing the quilt as though she could keep Shoshana anchored by tending to small things.

“The rabbi is coming this evening.”

“I have spoken enough with rabbis.”

“You asked for him yesterday.”

“Yesterday I thought I had more complaints.”

A weak smile touched Shoshana’s mouth.

“Today I am too tired to argue theology.”

Joel smiled despite himself.

“That might be a miracle.”

She turned her eyes toward him.

“Careful, boy. I can still haunt you.”

The room laughed softly, but the laughter thinned quickly and left behind the truth of why they were gathered there. Snow tapped against the window. Somewhere in the apartment, the old radiator knocked in its pipes. From the street below came the muffled sound of a horn, impatient and ordinary, and the normality of it felt almost offensive.

Shoshana’s breathing changed after that. It became shallower, each breath separated by a pause that made everyone in the room listen harder. 

Daniel adjusted the oxygen tube beneath her nose, though Joel could tell from his father’s face that it no longer mattered.

Chasha began whispering a prayer under her breath. Joel did not know whether to join her. Words felt too small.

Then Shoshana opened her eyes fully and looked at him.

“Bring it closer.”

Joel lifted the case onto the bed with care. He opened the lid, and the shofar lay inside, beautiful and impossible. The gold and polished wood caught the dim light from the bedside lamp. He expected it to feel cold when he placed his fingers around it, but it was warm.

It was always warm when something was about to happen.

His heart began to beat faster.

Shoshana saw his fear.

“Do not be afraid of what belongs to God.”

“That’s easy to say when you’re not the one holding it.”

“No, Joel. It is never easy to say. That is why you must remember it.”

She motioned weakly for him to place the shofar near her. He did, and her fingers touched it with a reverence that made the room feel suddenly older, as if the walls had fallen away and the bed stood somewhere between generations. Her eyes moved from the horn to Joel.

“Ishmael carried it through death. I carried its memory through life. You will carry its voice.”

Joel swallowed hard.

“I don’t know how.”

“You will know when the time comes.”

“That’s what you said before the cruise.”

“And was I wrong?”

He wanted to say yes because the answer would have made life easier. He wanted to say the shofar had done nothing but terrify him, that whatever had happened aboard the Morning Star had not felt holy while people were screaming and dying. But he remembered the blast. He remembered the way the sound had moved through him, not from him. He remembered the fear in the eyes of men who had believed themselves powerful until something older than violence answered them.

“No.”

His voice was barely audible.

“You were not wrong.”

Shoshana seemed satisfied, but sadness entered her face.

“When the voice calls, do not run from it.”

Joel stared at her.

“What voice?”

Her fingers tightened around the shofar with surprising strength.

“The one in the woods. The one by the stones. The one that spoke before kings had names.”

Daniel leaned forward.

“Bubbe, what does that mean?”

She did not look at him. Her eyes remained fixed on Joel.

“You will be tempted to think it is madness because men will call it madness. You will be tempted to think it is pride because men will accuse you of pride. You will be tempted to hide because the world will come looking for you. But you must not run when it calls.”

Joel felt tears gathering, hot and sudden.

“I don’t want to be chosen.”

“No one worthy ever does.”

The words entered him and stayed.

Chasha began to cry silently. Daniel placed a hand on her shoulder, but his own eyes were wet. Joel clutched the shofar as if it were the only solid thing left in the room.

Shoshana’s gaze softened.

“My sweet boy.”

“I love you, bubbe.”

“I know. And I have loved you longer than you understand.”

Her eyelids fluttered, then opened once more.

“Bury me beside Ishmael.”

“We will.”

Daniel’s voice cracked.

“In Jerusalem.”

“Yes.”

“And take the shofar.”

Joel shook his head before he could stop himself.

“I don’t want to take it to a funeral.”

“You are not taking it to a funeral. You are taking it home.”

No one spoke after that. The room seemed to gather itself around her final breaths. Chasha held one hand, Daniel the other, and Joel remained beside the bed with the shofar resting across his lap. He watched Shoshana’s chest rise and fall, rise and fall, rise and then pause so long that he thought the end had come. Then she breathed again, softer than before.

Her final breath left her like a whispered prayer.

For several seconds no one moved.

Then Daniel bowed his head.

Chasha pressed Shoshana’s hand to her lips and wept.

Joel sat perfectly still, unable to accept that the woman in the bed was no longer the woman who had filled rooms with fire. The body was there. The quilt was there. The oxygen machine still hummed uselessly beside her. But Shoshana Adelman, who had survived hatred, snow, soldiers, hunger, grief, and time itself, had gone somewhere none of them could follow.

The shofar warmed in his hands.

Joel looked down sharply.

A faint vibration moved through it, so soft he might have imagined it. He glanced at his parents, but they were grieving and did not notice. The vibration came again, deeper this time, like the first tremor beneath the earth before something breaks open.

For one impossible moment, Joel heard a sound that did not belong inside the apartment.

Wind.

Not the winter wind outside the windows, but a warmer wind moving through trees. Leaves stirred. Branches creaked. Somewhere far away, water dripped on stone.

Then a voice, faint and distant, called his name.

“Joel.”

He dropped the shofar back into the case and the sound vanished.

Daniel turned.

“Joel?”

The boy stared at the horn with tears on his face.

“I’m okay.”

He was not okay, but he did not know how to explain what had just happened. He did not know how to tell his grieving parents that, at the moment his bubbe died, something had called to him from a place that sounded like woods beneath a storm-dark sky.

Chasha reached for him, and Joel went into her arms because he was still young enough to need them and old enough to know they could not protect him from everything. 

Daniel closed the shofar case gently, then placed it beside the chair as if it were only a family heirloom, only a relic, only a thing made of wood and gold and memory.

But Joel knew better.

So had Shoshana.

Outside, the snow continued falling over Manhattan, covering roofs, sidewalks, cars, and streets in clean white silence. By morning the city would look untouched, as if grief had not entered the Adelman home, as if a deathbed warning had not been given, as if an ancient horn had not trembled in the hands of a fourteen-year-old boy.

Joel held his mother and looked past her shoulder at the closed case.

He thought of Shoshana’s last words.

When the voice calls, do not run from it.

He did not yet know that within days he would stand in Jerusalem with that same shofar in his hands. He did not know that blood would run from ancient stones beneath his touch. He did not know that nations would tremble, kings would harden their hearts, markets would collapse, armies would move, and heaven would answer the arrogance of men with silence more terrible than thunder.

All he knew was that his bubbe was gone.

And somewhere far beyond the walls of his home, in a place he could not see, a voice had already begun calling his name.
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