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​Chapter 1: Ordinary Until It Wasn’t
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The first rays of dawn, hesitant and pale, struggled to pierce the persistent smog that often clung to the sprawling expanse of Johannesburg, casting a muted grey over the city's awakening. Inside their modest two-bedroom apartment, nestled within a bustling but unassuming block in Bezuidenhout Valley, Naomi Davies stirred. The insistent, though gently vibrating, alarm on her phone was less a jolt and more a familiar nudge, a silent conspirator in her daily ritual. For years, this particular hour, 4:45 AM, had dictated the rhythm of her life, a relentless cadence set by the demands of single motherhood and the unwavering commitment to provide for her daughter, Eliana.

Sleep, for Naomi, was rarely a luxurious indulgence but rather a fleeting respite, often interrupted by the faint whispers of worry or the echoes of the previous day’s exhaustion. Her days were a relentless mosaic of obligations: early morning commutes to her administrative role at a mid-sized import-export firm in Industria, where the air hung heavy with the scent of cardboard and diesel; then, the rushed dash across town to collect Eliana from aftercare, her heart always a little lighter as she saw her daughter’s bright smile; and finally, the arduous process of preparing meals, assisting with homework, and tackling the endless household chores that seemed to multiply even as she slept. Each evening culminated in a silent prayer of gratitude, followed by a collapse into bed, only to rise before the sun, ready to repeat the cycle.

Today, however, carried a subtle undercurrent of unease, a premonition Naomi couldn’t quite articulate. Perhaps it was simply the lingering fatigue, or the faint echo of a dream she couldn’t quite recall, but a prickle of disquiet settled upon her as she swung her legs over the side of the bed. The linoleum felt cool beneath her bare feet, a stark contrast to the nascent warmth that was beginning to seep through the windowpane. She padded silently to the kitchen, her movements practiced and economical. The worn kettle hummed its familiar tune as it heated water for her instant coffee – a necessary stimulant, not a pleasure. The clatter of cutlery as she set out two mismatched plates on the small, chipped Formica table sounded unusually loud in the pre-dawn quiet. Every morning, she aimed for a semblance of normalcy, a steady routine that would anchor Eliana’s world even when Naomi herself felt adrift on a sea of responsibilities.

After a quick, invigorating shower that did little to truly banish the deep-seated weariness from her bones, Naomi dressed swiftly in her sensible work clothes: a charcoal skirt and a crisp white blouse, both carefully ironed the night before. Her dark, curly hair, still damp, was quickly pulled back into a neat, functional bun. She glanced at her reflection in the bathroom mirror, noting the faint lines of fatigue around her eyes, but also the determined set of her jaw. She was a woman shaped by resilience, her faith a sturdy anchor in the turbulent waters of her life. She believed profoundly that God had a plan for her and Eliana, even if that plan sometimes felt shrouded in the perpetual fog of her daily grind.

A soft rustle from Eliana’s room signaled her daughter’s awakening. Naomi’s heart always lifted a little at the sound. Eliana, at six years old, was a beacon of unbridled joy and boundless curiosity, a tiny whirlwind of questions and observations that often left Naomi both exhausted and utterly enchanted. Her daughter possessed a startlingly keen mind, soaking up knowledge like a sponge, and a spirit as bright as the morning sun.

“Morning, Mama,” Eliana chirped, her voice still thick with sleep but brimming with characteristic cheerfulness. She emerged from her room, a mop of curly brown hair escaping from her braids, rubbing sleep from her wide, hazel eyes. She was already dressed in her school uniform, a testament to Naomi’s meticulous preparation the night before.

“Morning, my little star,” Naomi replied, a genuine smile finally gracing her lips. She placed a bowl of cereal in front of Eliana, along with a glass of orange juice. “Eat up, sweet pea. We have a big day ahead.”

The kitchen, usually a space of quiet efficiency, filled with the gentle sounds of spoons scraping against ceramic and the occasional slurp. Naomi sipped her coffee, watching Eliana with a tenderness that defied the early hour. Her daughter was truly her greatest blessing, a constant reminder of purpose and unconditional love. They discussed the upcoming school day, Eliana recounting a particularly vivid dream about flying unicorns and talking trees, her imagination already in full bloom before the first bell had even rung. Naomi listened, offering gentle prompts and affirmations, a brief reprieve from the pressures that constantly circled her.

Suddenly, mid-sentence, Eliana paused. Her spoon, laden with soggy cornflakes, hovered inches from her mouth. Her eyes, usually sparkling with childlike wonder, unfocused slightly, distant and profound. A stillness, a palpable silence, descended upon the small kitchen, so absolute it seemed to swallow the faint hum of the refrigerator and the distant sounds of city traffic. Naomi tilted her head, a flicker of concern creasing her brow. “Eliana? Is everything alright, sweetheart?” she asked softly, her voice barely disturbing the sudden quiet.

Eliana, however, seemed not to hear her. Her lips parted, and a sound, deep and resonant, unlike anything Naomi had ever heard her produce, emerged. It wasn’t the high-pitched lilt of a six-year-old’s voice; instead, it carried an ancient weight, a guttural timbre that vibrated with unfamiliar intonations.

“כי נולד ילד לנו ניתן בן, ותהי המשרה על שכמו, ויקרא שמו פלא יועץ אל גבור אביעד שר שלום.”

The words hung in the air, foreign and ethereal, yet uttered with an unsettling fluency. Naomi felt a chill slither down her spine, despite the growing warmth in the kitchen. She stared at Eliana, her heart pounding a disorienting rhythm against her ribs. What was that? It wasn’t English. It wasn’t any language she recognized from the smattering of vernaculars spoken in their diverse city. The sounds were clipped, rhythmic, almost chanting, and deeply resonant.

Eliana blinked, her eyes regaining their focus, and she looked at Naomi with the innocent confusion of a child who had just spoken something entirely unremarkable. “Mama? My cereal’s getting soggy.” She dipped her spoon back into the bowl, resuming her breakfast as if nothing out of the ordinary had transpired.

Naomi, however, remained frozen. The ancient-sounding words echoed in her mind, a strange, persistent melody. She tried to rationalize it, to find a logical explanation for what had just happened. Had Eliana heard it on a children’s show? A documentary perhaps? But the pronunciation had been flawless, the cadence perfect, and the language itself utterly alien to their everyday lives. Eliana had never shown any interest in languages, let alone something so archaic. And why that sudden, profound shift in her demeanor, the momentary blankness in her eyes?

“Eliana,” Naomi began, her voice a little strained, “what... what was that you just said?”

Eliana looked up, a puzzled frown on her small face. “Said what, Mama? I was just talking about my dream.”

“No, sweetheart, just now. Those... those words. They sounded different.” Naomi tried to keep her tone light, but an undeniable tremor ran through it.

Eliana giggled. “Oh, that was just my special secret language! The unicorn taught it to me in my dream. It means, ‘The waffles are delicious!’” She beamed, completely oblivious to the disquiet blooming in her mother’s chest.

Naomi forced a laugh, a hollow sound that felt entirely foreign. “Right, your special secret language. Silly Mama.” She tried to dismiss it, to file it away as a whimsical product of Eliana’s vivid imagination. Children invented things, played make-believe. This was just another example. A slightly unsettling example, perhaps, but imagination nonetheless. She told herself that over and over, a desperate mantra to quell the rising tide of unease.

Yet, as she continued to prepare Eliana’s lunchbox, her mind kept replaying the sounds. The deep, almost guttural tones. The precise, unfamiliar rhythm. It hadn’t sounded like made-up gibberish. It had sounded... real. Ancient. She shook her head, chiding herself for her overactive imagination. She was tired, that was all. Too many late nights, too much stress.

They finished breakfast, and Naomi helped Eliana gather her school bag. The morning routine continued, a fragile shield against the unsettling incident. As they walked to the car, the city was slowly shaking off its slumber, the streets filling with the low rumble of taxis and the cheerful chatter of schoolchildren. Naomi consciously focused on the mundane, on the familiar sights and sounds, attempting to ground herself back in the ordinary world she knew.

After dropping Eliana off at school, Naomi navigated the morning traffic, her thoughts still returning, unbidden, to Eliana’s peculiar utterance. She found herself mentally dissecting the sounds, trying to recall any fragment that might offer a clue. It truly sounded unlike anything she had ever encountered. She resolved to look it up later, perhaps a quick search online, just to put her mind at ease. It had to be something innocent, a phrase from a foreign cartoon, a game, anything rational.

The workday unfolded as usual, a flurry of emails, phone calls, and paperwork. Naomi immersed herself in her tasks, finding solace in the predictable rhythm of her job. Yet, a faint hum of worry persisted beneath the surface, a low thrum that occasionally made her pause, staring blankly at her computer screen before forcing herself back to the spreadsheets.

During her lunch break, instead of joining her colleagues in the staff room, Naomi retreated to an empty cubicle and pulled out her phone. She typed vague descriptions into the search engine: “ancient-sounding language child spoke,” “strange words from dream Hebrew,” “child speaking old language.” The results were predictably unhelpful, a confusing mix of linguistic forums, fantastical fiction, and even a few unsettling articles about paranormal phenomena. She sighed, her initial resolve to find an easy answer beginning to wane. This was ridiculous. She was letting her imagination run wild.

Then, a sudden, inexplicable urge prompted her to try a different approach. She closed her eyes, trying to recall the exact sounds, the precise cadence. The words from Eliana’s mouth, distorted slightly by memory, replayed in her mind. “כי נולד ילד לנו ניתן בן, ותהי המשרה על שכמו, ויקרא שמו פלא יועץ אל גבור אביעד שר שלום.” She typed the phonetic approximation as best she could into a translation app, her fingers clumsy with a mixture of apprehension and skepticism. She held her breath, waiting for the results.

The app whirred for a moment, then displayed the translation. Naomi’s breath hitched in her throat. The words on the screen solidified the dread that had been lurking in the periphery of her awareness.

"For a child is born to us, a son is given to us; upon his shoulder dominion rests. And he has been named: Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace."

It was from Isaiah 9:6. Flawless. Ancient Hebrew. A profound, messianic prophecy.

Naomi’s mind reeled. This wasn’t a children’s song. This wasn’t a made-up language from a dream. This was scripture. Ancient scripture. Spoken with perfect pronunciation by her six-year-old daughter, who had absolutely no exposure to the language. Her palms grew clammy, and a cold knot formed in the pit of her stomach. This was beyond normal. This was... impossible.

She tried to regain her composure, to find a logical thread in the unraveling fabric of her morning. Had Eliana somehow overheard it? But where? They attended a contemporary, English-speaking church. Naomi herself had only ever read the verse in English. There was no exposure to ancient Hebrew in their lives. The impossibility of it gnawed at her, turning the pleasant warmth of the afternoon into an unsettling chill.

The rest of the workday passed in a blur of detached activity. Naomi went through the motions, her mind buzzing with fragmented thoughts and burgeoning anxieties. She kept glancing at the clock, the hours stretching endlessly until it was time to collect Eliana. She needed to see her, to hold her, to reassure herself that her daughter was still the same bright, innocent child she had always been.

The drive to school felt longer than usual. Naomi gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white. Doubts assailed her. Was she overreacting? Was this some elaborate prank Eliana had seen on a video? But no, Eliana was too young for such complex deception, and the words themselves were too precise, too profound.

When she arrived at the school gates, Eliana was already waiting, her face alight with excitement. “Mama! Guess what? Mrs. Peterson said I drew the best unicorn today!” she exclaimed, hugging Naomi tightly.

Naomi returned the embrace, burying her face in Eliana’s soft hair, seeking comfort in her child’s familiar presence. For a moment, the fear receded, replaced by the simple, comforting warmth of maternal love. “That’s wonderful, sweet pea! I can’t wait to see it.”

They walked hand-in-hand to the car, Eliana chattering animatedly about her day. Naomi listened, her heart aching with a mixture of love and a growing sense of foreboding. She decided not to bring up the Hebrew again. Not yet. She needed to observe, to understand. She wanted to believe it was a fluke, a strange coincidence, a momentary lapse in her own perception.

Back at the apartment, the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the living room. Naomi started preparing dinner, the familiar scent of garlic and onions filling the small space. Eliana sat at the kitchen table, meticulously coloring in a drawing of her award-winning unicorn. The scene was utterly mundane, idyllic even, a comforting tableau of domesticity.

Naomi hummed a quiet hymn as she chopped vegetables, trying to quell the persistent hum of anxiety. She glanced at Eliana, who was deep in concentration, her tongue peeking out from the corner of her mouth, a characteristic sign of intense focus. A sense of normalcy began to settle, a gentle wave washing over her frayed nerves. Maybe, just maybe, she had imagined it. Or perhaps Eliana had indeed heard the words somewhere without realizing their significance, and her subconscious had simply regurgitated them.

She reached for a tall, slender glass from the cupboard, intending to fill it with water for Eliana. The glass was perfectly ordinary, clean and clear. As her fingers closed around it, a faint vibration started. It was almost imperceptible at first, a subtle tremor that seemed to originate not from her hand, but from the glass itself. Naomi paused, her brow furrowing. Had the kettle, long since cooled, somehow vibrated the counter? No, the glass was suspended in her hand, away from any surface.

The vibration intensified, growing from a faint hum to a discernible thrum. Naomi’s eyes widened, a cold dread seizing her. The glass began to shimmer, almost imperceptibly, as if catching a strange, internal light. It wasn’t reflecting light; it was emitting it, a faint, almost ethereal glow from within its very structure. A low, almost inaudible hum filled the air, a sound that seemed to emanate directly from the vibrating glass.

Eliana, still engrossed in her coloring, looked up, her head cocked to one side. “Mama? What’s that noise?” Her voice was innocent, curious, but the sound was becoming more pronounced, a high-pitched whine that seemed to resonate in the very bones of the apartment.

Naomi stared at the glass, transfixed, her hand still holding it aloft. The hum escalated, reaching a crescendo, a piercing, almost painful frequency that vibrated through her entire being. The glass itself was now glowing with a faint, otherworldly luminescence. It felt alive, pulsing with an unseen energy. It began to twist, ever so slightly, in her grasp, as if struggling to break free. Naomi instinctively tightened her grip, her knuckles turning white, but the object felt like it was resisting her.

And then, with an explosive crack, the glass shattered.

It didn't simply fall and break on the floor. It disintegrated in Naomi’s hand, exploding outwards in a silent, violent burst of microscopic fragments. Tiny, glittering shards of glass sprayed across the kitchen, some embedding themselves painfully into Naomi’s skin, others scattering like dust motes in the afternoon light. The sound, when it came, was not the sharp impact of glass against a hard surface, but a sudden, deafening CRACK that seemed to rip through the very fabric of the air, followed by an unsettling silence.
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