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Prologue
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The air above Times Square shimmered with light, a cacophony of reds, blues, and greens reflecting off the cold, polished windows of skyscrapers. It was the week before Christmas, and the world’s most famous intersection pulsed like the very heart of New York City. Here, in the crossroads of the world, humanity ebbed and flowed — tourists snapping pictures with their frozen fingers, street performers juggling and shivering in Santa hats, and shoppers clutching bags full of holiday bargains from nearby Fifth Avenue. In Times Square, time itself seemed to lose meaning, swallowed by the electric glare of LED billboards advertising luxury watches, Broadway hits, and limited-time deals on smartphones. Yet, despite its superficial brilliance, a shadowed current ran beneath the surface.

For those who knew how to see, those whose eyes were trained beyond the world of mortals, Times Square was more than the throbbing nucleus of capitalism. It was a threshold, a place where boundaries blurred. The veil between realms grew thin here, particularly during this time of year, as humanity’s collective hopes, fears, and nostalgia hung heavy in the air. Angels watched over this place, their forms invisible to the common eye, their wings unfurled yet untouchable. They perched unseen atop the towering glass facades and digital billboards, looking down upon the crowds below like celestial sentinels, waiting.

Christmas had always been a season of contrasts — light and dark, salvation and suffering. Two thousand years ago, under a silent sky filled with starlight, a child had been born in Bethlehem. A simple manger cradled Him, surrounded by beasts of burden and shepherds awakened by a heavenly proclamation. 

"Do not be afraid," the angel Gabriel had said, his voice like a thousand winds. "For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord." Those words had traveled across time and space, rippling like echoes through centuries of war and peace, faith and doubt, riches and ruin. And now, on a concrete island bathed in neon, that same proclamation seemed all but forgotten. But the angels had not forgotten.

In the glittering spectacle of Times Square, Christmas was stripped of its nativity simplicity. Here, it was a commercial feast, a holiday heralded not by angels but by the artificial chime of advertisements and snow machines pumping flurries into the sharp December air. Gigantic screens displayed Coca-Cola Santas smiling with perfect teeth, and the iconic New Year's Eve Ball loomed overhead, ready to descend and mark the beginning of yet another year. Salvation had been repackaged, commodified, and sold at Macy's in 20% off window displays.

And yet, despite the noise, the angels knew their task. It was in places like this, loud, crowded, and spiritually starved, where their presence was needed most. Times Square held a fragile, hidden balance: between the light of humanity's hope and the darkness of its greed. Beneath the glowing marquees, beyond the hawkers selling fake Rolexes and Elmos posing for cash with tired families, there was something deeper, unseen. A whispering current that called the guardians to attention.

Times Square had its own rhythm, one that resonated with something eternal. Even now, in a fractured world of smartphones and streaming services, the season brought an aching longing — for peace, for miracles, for something greater than the sum of its pixels and profits. Strangers gathered, shoulders brushing in the cold, united by nothing but geography and a shared human yearning. Perhaps it was for love, perhaps for meaning. 

The angels heard it all — the spoken prayers of tourists gazing up at the grandeur of the city, the whispered curses of overworked bartenders, the silent sobs of homeless men nestled in doorways, wrapped in threadbare blankets.

Above it all, the lights of the Square, flashing, demanding, hypnotic, reflected off the clouds like a false dawn. But tonight, there would be something more. Tonight, the Square’s chaotic energy would attract forces beyond the human eye: spirits, shadows, and others who had no name. The angels could sense it, the subtle pull of a different kind of star. The stakes were higher now. Darkness had always been drawn to light, and where there was hope, there was also something clawing to snuff it out.

On this particular December night, one angel stood on the spire of a skyscraper overlooking the sea of humans below. Her wings glowed faintly in a way that no camera could capture, her face a mosaic of strength and sorrow. She had been watching over this place for centuries, unseen by the very people she protected. From above, Times Square resembled a galaxy — lights burning like artificial stars, people swirling like constellations in motion. And at its center, amidst the noise and chaos, was something small, fragile, and divine.

The angel closed her eyes, her voice soft as a winter breeze.

"The child born in a manger, the hope of humanity... they have forgotten Him, but He has not forgotten them."

She looked down again at the masses — at the father tugging his child past a man waving a sign that read "The End is Near"; at the weary woman lost in a world of empty scrolling on her phone; at the young boy who paused to gaze up, unknowingly meeting the angel’s watchful eyes.

There was work to be done.

For in this place, where heaven and earth converged, where neon screens outshone the stars, a battle older than time continued unseen. On one side were the angels, holding fast to hope. On the other, the encroaching dark, which whispered promises in empty alleys and forgotten hearts.

It had been this way since Bethlehem. Since the star. Since Gabriel's proclamation rang through a quiet night.

And as Christmas approached in the heart of New York City, the angels prepared. The fight for humanity's soul was not over. It never had been.
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Chapter One: The Real World
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The chill in the air was unmistakably New York in December — sharp and unrelenting, gnawing at exposed skin despite the thick clusters of people hurrying through Times Square. Neon lights reflected off slick sidewalks, turning the city’s grime into something almost glamorous, like diamonds scattered across the ground. Above, massive billboards blasted advertisements for the latest blockbusters, Broadway hits, and designer perfumes — holiday campaigns that promised salvation in sleek bottles and shiny gift wrap. It was the season of giving, but in this city, everyone was still taking.

Eve Nathaniel tightened her Burberry trench coat around her slender frame, ignoring the icy gust of wind that whipped through Times Square. Her black leather gloves gripped her phone and notebook tightly, tools of her trade and talismans of her ambition. She squinted up at the illuminated ads, smiling models surrounded by digitally-enhanced snowflakes, couples sipping hot cocoa as they exchanged diamond rings. The spectacle was almost grotesque in its forced cheer. Merry Christmas, New York! the billboards seemed to scream. Eve rolled her eyes.

Her bosses at NewsGrid International, one of the largest media conglomerates in the United States, had sent her here with a simple assignment: write a heartwarming Christmas feature that captured “the magic of the season.” Eve could almost hear Rick Howard’s nasal voice echoing in her head as he leaned back in his ergonomic chair, his tie slightly loosened after lunch: 

“Give me something with angels and miracles, Nathaniel. The advertisers love it. We need clicks, we need shares, and the readers eat this crap up during the holidays. You’ve got a flair for schmaltz. Use it.”

Schmaltz. A word she despised almost as much as Rick himself.

“Angels and miracles,” Eve muttered, dodging a group of tourists with selfie sticks posing under the bright red M&M’s World sign. “Sure, Rick. Anything for the advertisers.”

Eve Nathaniel didn’t believe in angels. Or miracles. Or Christmas, for that matter. She believed in ratings, connections, and the unforgiving calculus of survival in the media business. NewsGrid had made it clear: success wasn’t about journalistic integrity; it was about page views, relationships, and a well-timed smile in the right direction. For Eve, nothing else mattered.

In truth, she’d perfected the art of selling illusions years ago. Her job was simple: take the messy, unattractive truths of life and polish them until they gleamed like the streets of Times Square after a fresh rain. If her readers wanted a story about a lonely man finding love on Christmas Eve or a poor family receiving a miracle at the last second, Eve would serve it to them piping hot with a bow on top. She’d write about warmth and joy and giving, and they’d click, share, and sob. It would be her Christmas gift to the NewsGrid metrics department.

But Eve herself didn’t feel much warmth. There was no room for sentimentality in her life, not in New York, and certainly not in the offices of NewsGrid International. At twenty-nine, she had climbed faster than most, outpacing peers who lacked her ambition or stomach for playing the game. The real stories of the newsroom weren’t about breaking news or powerful human interest pieces; they were about who you grabbed drinks with after hours, which executive liked you enough to remember your name in a meeting, and who might owe you a favor when the next promotion came up.

And then, of course, there were the affairs. Eve had always regarded office romances with a cold, detached calculation. Everyone knew they were happening — the junior reporters getting cozy with editors at after-work parties, producers inviting interns to “discuss their career paths” over expensive dinners. Eve had kept her distance, but recently, she’d started to reconsider. After all, if sleeping with the right person could shave a few years off her climb to the top, wasn’t it just another transaction?

Her heels clicked against the pavement as she maneuvered through the Square, her sharp features and perfectly lined eyes standing out against the flushed, wind-burned faces around her. Eve Nathaniel was the kind of woman people noticed but rarely approached: tall, thin, and strikingly beautiful in a way that felt deliberately curated. Her dark brown hair, styled into sleek waves, never frizzed, even in the relentless city wind. Her lipstick was red but not too red, her smile confident but rarely kind.

“You’re like a damn snow globe, Nathaniel,” a coworker once said during a tipsy holiday party. “Perfect on the outside, empty inside.”

Eve hadn’t even bothered to be offended. Empty was efficient.

She finally reached the designated “festive spot” her editor had suggested — a small corner just outside the Hershey’s store, where families took photos with the artificial Christmas tree surrounded by red velvet ropes. Nearby, a man in a rumpled Santa suit clanged a

Salvation Army bell, his expression vacant as tourists shuffled past without dropping a dollar into the bucket.

Eve clicked open her phone and swiped through her notes. Interview tourists, photograph tree, write fluff about the Christmas spirit. She could do it in her sleep. Still, as she glanced up at the massive screens flashing advertisements, a woman twirling in diamond-studded earrings, a luxury sedan plowing through fake snow, she felt a twinge of something she couldn’t quite name. Nausea? Resentment?

“Nothing like a Lexus to remind you of the spirit of giving,” she muttered, snapping a photo of the digital ad with practiced ease.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” a voice said. Eve turned, her face already fixed in a practiced smile — warm, polite, fake. It was a father with two young kids bundled into puffy coats, their noses red from the cold.

“Could you take a photo for us?” he asked, holding out his phone.

“Of course,” Eve replied, taking the device and stepping back. She crouched slightly to get the whole tree in the frame, snapping a few
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