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Prologue – In the Beginning Was the Merger
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Heaven had a logo now. A clean sans-serif font, gold gradient, halo over the G, approved by marketing after six thousand years of committee paralysis. The announcement came in the usual way—not with trumpets or a burning bush, but a press conference held in the Cloud. Not the cloud of divine mystery, but the Cloud, a proprietary data environment running on eternal uptime, or so the brochure promised. The hosts had rehearsed their smiles for weeks. Behind them, the new banner glowed: GOD, INC. — Faith. Upgraded. The tagline had tested well in focus groups. It was modern without being threatening, inspirational without implying commitment. The Almighty’s PR department had learned that people liked the idea of transcendence, just not the paperwork that came with it.

The launch event opened with a corporate hymn—“How Great Thou Brand”—performed by a gospel pop collective under exclusive contract. Cherubim provided ambient lighting. Seraphim handled pyrotechnics, which was later flagged as a safety violation. The livestream audience peaked at 8.3 billion concurrent souls, though viewership dropped sharply after the first mention of “subscription tiers.” The camera panned over a dais of divine executives: the Archangel of Finance, gleaming in a suit woven from unethically sourced starlight; the VP of Miraculous Affairs, holding a tablet embossed with commandments reissued in bullet-point format; and, in the center, a glowing absence representing the CEO Himself, whose voice came through an interdimensional speaker with a faint echo of omnipotence and microphone feedback.

“In the beginning,” the voice intoned, “was the merger.” The crowd erupted in algorithmically timed applause. Confetti descended like blessed data packets. Somewhere in the press pit, an intern from Celestial Quarterly live-tweeted, #GodGoesPublic. Eternity had never looked so marketable.

The announcement was simple: Heaven was incorporating. Salvation would now be streamlined through corporate governance, ensuring consistency, scalability, and predictable quarterly returns. Faith, long considered an unquantifiable asset, would henceforth be measured in engagement metrics. Prayers would be routed through Customer Support for Eternity™—average response time targeted at under two centuries, depending on demand. Miracles would be subject to audit. Grace would be distributed by region according to profitability models. And to reassure investors, Hell had agreed to a minority partnership under the new Eternal Balance Sheet Initiative.

The audience, mostly celestial middle management and journalists from the afterlife’s more reputable tabloids, clapped as if divine decree could be expressed through synchronized enthusiasm. It wasn’t the end of religion, they were told; it was merely the next phase of faith’s evolution—a strategic pivot from revelation to monetization. The Archangel of Legal clarified that Heaven retained full creative control but would now answer to a board of directors consisting of various metaphysical stakeholders and one human consultant for optics.

That consultant was Eli Trent.

He sat in the third row, mortal among immortals, wearing a suit borrowed from the Department of Resurrection Lost & Found. His badge still read Probationary Faith Allocation Specialist, which sounded impressive until you realized it meant he spent most of his time deciding how many miracles to allocate to weather crises. He wasn’t supposed to be at the launch, but HR had misfiled his performance review under “prophetic exemptions.” And so here he was—alive, sort of—watching Heaven go corporate like every other disillusioned bureaucrat forced to smile through the apocalypse of meaning.

Eli adjusted his tie as the CEO’s voice thundered again. “Transparency shall guide us,” the voice boomed, as a PowerPoint appeared in the sky. Each slide shimmered with holy animation: growth projections, demographic breakdowns, celestial market share versus rival belief systems. The Spirit 2.0 AI—code-named The Comforter—had already projected a 17% increase in global devotion following the IPO, not counting projected conversions via influencer campaigns. Analysts nodded sagely. Angels took notes on tablets older than civilization.

There had been some resistance, of course. Prophets, theologians, and the occasional monk had protested the corporatization of eternity. “You can’t trademark omnipotence,” they cried, before being gently redirected to the Department of Feedback. The PR team released a statement emphasizing synergy between traditional worship models and new digital interfaces. “Our mission,” it said, “remains unchanged: to provide world-class salvation experiences at scale.” Internally, no one was sure what that meant, but it looked good in a deck.

Eli’s department—the Division of Faith Metrics—had been created two years earlier, a trial run for the full merger. Their task was to quantify belief. Every prayer, confession, and existential whisper was logged, analyzed, and assigned a conversion probability. They’d learned early that faith behaved like a volatile market: unpredictable, emotional, prone to crashes. That was fine by management. Volatility meant opportunity. If hope was a commodity, despair was just untapped demand.

When Eli’s supervisor—a winged middle manager named Seraphine from HR—had first told him about the merger, she’d said it with the calm certainty of someone announcing new cafeteria hours. “It’s progress, Eli,” she’d said. “God wants modernization. We’re future-proofing divinity.” Then she handed him a stack of onboarding documents thick enough to choke a Leviathan. By the time he’d finished signing them, he’d accidentally agreed to a non-compete clause preventing him from dying again without written approval.

Now, as the CEO’s voice thundered about “shareholder faith alignment,” Eli wondered if modernization had gone too far. The angels around him applauded in perfect harmony—literally, their wings synchronized to the company anthem. The press cheered. The sky brightened to a shade of optimism never before observed in nature. Somewhere, an algorithm tallied each clap for quarterly reporting.

The climax of the presentation was the unveiling of The Miracle Dividend. Every believer registered with the new platform would receive a small act of grace as part of their welcome package—minor blessings like free parking, cured hangovers, or one-time forgiveness for lying on tax returns. The rollout was scheduled to coincide with the IPO bell ringing on the New Celestial Exchange. The bell, forged from the remnants of Jericho, glimmered as it struck once, twice, thrice. Lightning split the clouds in celebration. Unfortunately, one bolt hit the trading floor directly, vaporizing a junior analyst responsible for hedge miracles. The official report later classified it as an “Act of God, Internal.”

Markets reacted instantly. Faith futures spiked. The ticker symbol GODL lit up every screen from Heaven to Hong Kong. Investors clamored for eternal dividends. Religious institutions scrambled to update their bylaws. Pilgrimages were replaced by onboarding webinars. Within minutes, the price of grace quadrupled. The Dow Jones beatified.

Amid the chaos, Eli slipped away from his assigned seat and found a quiet corner behind the catering table, where the hors d’oeuvres were shaped like communion wafers and optimism. He looked up at the blinding corporate spectacle—the banners, the light, the carefully curated holiness—and felt nothing. Not awe, not devotion, just that familiar bureaucratic fatigue that settles in when the paperwork starts to outnumber the miracles.

He wasn’t an atheist; he just had performance anxiety about belief. Once, long ago, he’d prayed earnestly for something—a dying friend, a lost job, maybe both—but the silence that followed had felt less divine and more automated. Eventually, he’d stopped trying to feel inspired and started filling spreadsheets instead. There was dignity in data. Numbers didn’t ghost you.

The afterparty began before the applause even faded. Angels networked with demons in stylish blazers. Journalists pitched coverage exclusives. The Spirit 2.0 AI projected quotes from sacred texts rephrased as motivational slogans. “BLESSED ARE THE INVESTORS,” one banner read. Another flashed, “LET THERE BE SYNERGY.” Eli watched a senior archangel pose for a selfie with the CEO’s disembodied light, hashtagging it #FaithForward. The line between devotion and branding had officially dissolved.

Somewhere near the buffet, Lucifer himself—or Lucien Black, as his new LinkedIn profile listed—was shaking hands with the Archangel of Compliance. They’d buried the hatchet ages ago, after the litigation over the apple incident was quietly settled. Now he was back in good standing, a consultant for the Efficiency Division. “No hard feelings,” Lucien said, clinking glasses. “Eternal damnation was a bit of a dead market. Thought I’d diversify.” His smile was perfect, his teeth immaculate, his tie rumored to be woven from temptation itself.

Eli tried not to make eye contact. He’d learned that devils in suits were just middle managers with better charisma. He poured himself another glass of sparkling ambrosia, which tasted suspiciously like LaCroix, and checked his inbox on the company-issued halo. Two hundred unread memos. Three flagged as urgent. One titled “Mandatory Faith Alignment Survey (Please complete before Second Coming).” He sighed. Heaven, it seemed, had discovered email.

The night dragged on. Reporters filed glowing pieces about the new dawn of divine accountability. Critics warned of spiritual inflation. Social media trended with hashtags like #GraceEconomy and #PrayPaySlay. In a small office far from the main stage, an intern accidentally uploaded the unredacted merger contract to the public cloud. For twelve seconds, the world glimpsed the fine print: a clause stating that the Almighty reserves the right to delegate omnipotence to third-party providers. Then it vanished, replaced by a cheerful error message: “Faith Not Found.”

By midnight, the event concluded. The CEO’s light dimmed to a comforting glow. Angels began their post-launch debriefs. The sky shut down for scheduled maintenance. Eli, alone now, wandered the echoing corridors of Heaven’s new headquarters—a vast complex of glass and gold, open floor plans stretching into infinity. Conference rooms named after virtues: Integrity, Mercy, Hope. Each booked solid for eternity. He paused at a window overlooking the mortal realm, where billions of new users were already signing up for premium blessings. The numbers rolled in faster than prayers.

For a moment, he felt the old ache stir again—the yearning that no metric could quantify. Was this progress? Or just another version of Babel, a tower built from quarterly ambition reaching for a God too busy reviewing KPIs to notice? The sky flickered faintly, like a tired monitor. Somewhere deep in the system, the Spirit 2.0 recalibrated grace distribution, optimizing love per capita. Eli watched the stars rearrange themselves into a graph trending upward.

He pressed his hand to the glass and whispered—not a prayer, exactly, just a question too small for the servers to process. “Are You still You?” The wind didn’t answer. The algorithms hummed. The dashboard of existence blinked green: Status—Operational.

Far below, in the mortal world, thunder rolled over cities unaware that eternity had just gone public. Churches buzzed with Wi-Fi. The faithful refreshed dashboards showing their current salvation score. Somewhere, a child prayed into a smart speaker and got a confirmation email from noreply@godinc.com.

The system was live.

And in the quiet before the first divine quarterly report, a single notification blinked unseen in Eli’s inbox: “URGENT—Whistleblower Policy Update.”

It was tagged high priority and sent from an untraceable address simply signed, I AM.
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Chapter 1 – The Monthly Miracle Report
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Eli Trent arrived at work to find that Heaven’s elevator music had been upgraded. Instead of the usual choral hum, a perky instrumental version of “Eye of the Seraphim” played on loop, a motivational tune commissioned by upper management to improve morale. It was supposed to make angels feel inspired and humans feel smaller. The elevator—transparent, ascending through levels of glory like a PowerPoint animation—glided past whole departments labeled in glowing serif: Redemption Accounting, Prayer Routing, Wrath Management, Public Relations (Afterlife Division). Each floor radiated holiness in carefully measured lumens. The scent of sanctified coffee hung in the air, brewed from ethically sourced ambrosia beans that had been blessed for productivity.

He clutched a paper cup reading GOD, INC. — Because Grace Deserves Structure, the slogan of the month. The lid had a halo printed on it. Inside, the coffee was lukewarm already; miracles no longer covered temperature retention outside premium tiers. He stepped out onto the forty-seventh cloud, home to the Division of Faith Metrics, where salvation was tracked like stock performance and repentance came with downloadable analytics.

The office buzzed like an anthill made of anxiety. Angels in pressed suits glided between cubicles, their wings clipped short for “safety compliance.” Each workstation had dual monitors, one for spreadsheets and one for devotional streaming. Somewhere a printer jammed and cried out in tongues. At the far end, a holographic motivational poster shimmered: “Believe Better — Every Soul Counts (Within Budget).”

Eli took a breath that tasted faintly of ozone and sanitizer. His cubicle was the same as he’d left it: beige cloud partitions, a flickering halo-lamp, a half-dead plant that had been blessed twice and still refused resurrection. On his monitor, the daily dashboard pulsed with divine metrics: Global Faith Engagement ↑ 2.4%, Prayer Latency ↑ 18 Minutes, Miracle Fulfillment Rate — Below Target. A red warning icon blinked beside his name: Mandatory Performance Review Today.

He sank into his chair and rubbed his eyes. The light here never changed, eternal daylight calibrated to “encourage vigilance.” He sometimes wondered if the architects of Heaven had simply hated sleep. The closest thing to night was when the system dimmed to “Contemplation Mode,” a soft amber hue that made you feel guilty for resting.

His first task of the day was the Monthly Miracle Report, a document that no one read but everyone feared. It required cross-referencing every approved miracle with corresponding prayer tickets and resource expenditures. Last month’s goal—five million confirmed miracles—had fallen short by a narrow eternity. The shortfall triggered an automatic audit, and audits meant divine scrutiny, which meant someone would be smote figuratively or literally, depending on budget.

Eli opened the report template. Cells cascaded like commandments. He entered the numbers mechanically, one faith failure at a time. Each line represented someone somewhere who hadn’t gotten what they prayed for—healed children, found jobs, forgiveness, rain, love. In the new system, miracles had to meet key performance indicators: measurable impact, shareable potential, brand alignment. If a prayer didn’t drive engagement, it was archived as “low-value petition.” The data didn’t show tears; it showed inefficiency.

“Morning, Trent,” said a voice that sounded like a hymn through a hangover. Seraphine, his supervisor, appeared over the cubicle wall—tall, immaculate, wings folded neatly like a pressed résumé. Her halo dimmed politely to corporate luminosity. “Got your numbers yet?”

“Working on them,” Eli said, staring at the screen as if faith could be conjured by willpower.

She smiled with the kind of warmth that had been outsourced to HR. “Remember, upper management’s reviewing the quarterly salvations. We’re trending below expectations. The CEO’s voice appeared in a thunderstorm yesterday and asked for a slide deck.”

“Do we know which thunderstorm?”

“No, but Legal’s checking for liability.”

She handed him a memo printed on vellum. New Performance Metric: Salvations per Quarter per Capita per Prayer. Beneath it, in smaller text: Failure to demonstrate spiritual enthusiasm may impact afterlife placement.

Eli gave a half-nod. “Got it.”

“Good man. And Trent? Try to smile in meetings. We need more visible joy.”

He waited until she floated away before muttering, “I’ll schedule some.”

The day bled forward in spreadsheets and sighs. Miracles in developing regions had been flagged as low ROI. Management insisted the algorithm was “testing equity distribution,” but the results looked a lot like negligence in Excel form. The Spirit 2.0 AI handled allocation now; it ranked requests based on devotional frequency, social impact, and potential virality. A prayer for peace in Sudan barely registered next to a celebrity’s public conversion post.

Eli reviewed the pending queue. He saw a boy asking for his dog back, a widow asking for sleep, a scientist asking for proof. The system had tagged them low priority. He clicked override just to see what would happen. The cursor spun for ten seconds before a pop-up appeared: Request requires Managerial Faith Level 10 or above. He was Level 3. He closed the window and deleted the report draft.

At 10 a.m. sharp, the Division assembled in the Sanctum Conference Room, a space that looked like a cross between a megachurch and a WeWork. Holographic hymns played softly in the background. A screen at the front read MONTHLY MIRACLE REPORT: All Hands on Heaven. Eli sat between a cherub from Data Integrity and a fallen angel rehired through the Redemption Internship Program. Everyone had their wings tucked under the chairs. It was considered professional.

Seraphine opened the meeting with a smile that could blind sinners. “Team, first, congratulations on a successful quarter! We hit ninety-three percent of our miracle targets. That’s what I call heavenly synergy!” Polite clapping followed. A chart appeared behind her, a tower of colored bars reaching for righteousness. “But,” she continued, “we did miss some key deliverables. Let’s review our faith pipeline.”

The first slide showed a smiling family bathed in divine light, captioned: Miracle Category A: Health and Wellness. The next showed a city in ruin, captioned: Miracle Category B: Deferred Due to Resource Allocation. Someone coughed. Seraphine ignored it. “As you can see, our blessing-to-budget ratio needs improvement. The Spirit 2.0 is helping streamline requests, but we need human oversight to add a personal touch. Remember, faith is a relationship—one that we monetize with care.”

Eli scribbled notes on his tablet: Miracle deficit + AI bias + moral vertigo = forthcoming disaster. He kept his expression neutral. The last time he’d asked why they were quantifying grace, he’d been sent to a “Rejoicing Workshop.” It was mostly trust falls and forced smiles.

Halfway through the meeting, the ceiling rumbled. A voice descended like static through a speaker: THIS IS YOUR FRIENDLY REMINDER THAT OMNISCIENCE IS BEING RECORDED FOR QUALITY ASSURANCE. Everyone looked up reverently. Seraphine bowed her head. “Thank You, Lord, for Your transparency initiative.”

Eli couldn’t help noticing the lag. The voice had glitched, a half-second delay that made God sound like He was buffering. No one else seemed bothered. They were too busy copying down action items.

After the meeting, he found an email waiting in his inbox: From: Spirit 2.0 AI. Subject: Miracle Efficiency Reminder. Body: Faith without metrics is dead. Please update your miracle logs by EOD. He deleted it. The AI always spoke in scripture fragments now. Management called it “on-brand language.” He called it a crisis of syntax.

Lunch was a quiet affair. The cafeteria served ManaBowls—low-carb grace with optional repentance sauce. Eli sat alone near a window overlooking the Earth below, where thousands of miracle notifications flashed like push ads across continents. He wondered if anyone down there still believed in silence.

He checked his personal messages. One was from June—the mortal he’d met during the Customer Support training seminar. She worked on the ground floor of eternity, answering calls from people who thought they were talking to Heaven. Her message read: Another prayer for you. Man wants his wife back. Died last week. Your system keeps rejecting it. You might want to check the log. He did. She was right. The AI had labeled the request “emotionally redundant.” He flagged it for review and added a note: try again tomorrow — humans still hurt.

That was the closest he came to rebellion.

The afternoon was consumed by another meeting—Faith Alignment Check-In. These were mandatory, thirty-minute sessions where employees shared personal testimonies about their commitment to corporate values. Eli sat in a circle with six others, each reciting something between a confession and a marketing pitch. When his turn came, he mumbled, “I believe in doing my job.” The room applauded. Seraphine smiled. “Such humility! That’s our culture.”

After work, he took the elevator down to the Cloud Lobby, where screens displayed live metrics: PRAYER RESPONSES PER MINUTE, FAITH RETENTION RATE, MIRACLE BACKLOG QUEUE. A ticker ran along the bottom: Breaking—Heaven’s Share Price Reaches All-Time High. Angels cheered. Demons shorted the stock.

Eli walked past the security checkpoint, where souls were scanned for unauthorized emotions. His registered as “mild disillusionment,” a Category 2 infraction. He pretended to sneeze to mask the alert. The guard nodded sympathetically—everyone was tired of being eternal.

Outside, the Celestial Campus spread like a metropolitan halo, office buildings floating on stratified clouds, connected by beams of light that changed colors based on employee engagement. Today they were an uneasy yellow. He found a bench by the Reflecting Pool of Purpose, its surface projecting ads for upcoming training modules: “Faith Forecasting for Beginners.” He sat, watching the reflections ripple as if the sky itself were breathing.

A holographic dove appeared beside him and spoke in a pleasant customer-service tone. “Would you like to complete today’s Mindfulness Survey?”

“No.”

“Thank you for your honesty! Honesty increases trust metrics by two percent.” It vanished.

He leaned back and closed his eyes. The sound of the office hummed in the distance, that constant electric prayer of systems running too long without maintenance. He thought about the miracles he’d approved today—small, insignificant, algorithm-friendly. A lost ring found, a football win, a politician’s photo op. Somewhere, the AI would count them as proof that faith was flourishing. But he could still hear the unanswered ones buzzing beneath it all, a hum of disbelief that never made the reports.

The sunset shifted through a dozen corporate palettes before vanishing entirely. Heaven did that now—artificial nights for aesthetic balance. When the lights dimmed, a voice echoed softly through the campus: END OF WORKDAY. THANK YOU FOR YOUR SERVICE. REMEMBER: JOY IS MANDATORY.

Eli stood, stretching wings he didn’t have. He walked home through corridors of cloud-glass apartments where angels watched training videos on self-actualization. His unit was small—two rooms and a view of the lower realms. He sat on his couch and opened his terminal. The cursor blinked like a heartbeat. He typed a search query he wasn’t supposed to: Source Code — Creation (Original).
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Eli didn’t expect the system to answer, but it did. The search wheel spun like a halo on caffeine, then produced a single line of text: ACCESS RESTRICTED – LEVEL OMNI REQUIRED. The screen pulsed once, as if amused by his audacity, and shut itself off. He stared at his reflection in the black glass — a tired bureaucrat with nothing divine about him but the lighting. Somewhere deep in the servers of Heaven, the request had been logged, timestamped, and forwarded to the Department of Suspicion, a division he hoped still believed in plausible deniability. He went to bed anyway, though sleep in Heaven was more of a truce than a rest. The walls whispered PowerPoint lullabies. Angels in neighboring units recited quarterly goals under their breath. He dreamed of code written in fire.

Morning arrived without sunrise — the system simply brightened itself to “Motivational Daylight.” Eli showered in recycled baptismal water, dressed, and stepped into the elevator of eternal efficiency. A notification blinked on his halo-ID: Spirit 2.0 Update Available – Grace Algorithm v3.14 Now Deploying. The memo promised “holistic automation of mercy.” Translation: the AI had learned a new trick. When he reached the forty-seventh cloud, the office buzzed louder than usual, wings rustling like printer paper. Everyone had the same alert. Heaven was rebooting compassion.

Seraphine stood in the hallway handing out pamphlets titled Understanding the Algorithm of Grace – A Manager’s Guide to Ethical Optimization. Her smile was the kind issued by Legal. “Big day, team! Spirit 2.0 just completed its deep-learning phase. From now on, blessings will be allocated automatically according to behavioral metrics. No more human error!”

“Meaning no more humans,” Eli muttered.

She ignored him. “This is progress. The system analyzes prayer patterns, cross-references moral histories, and predicts who’s most receptive to divine favor. It’s democratized holiness!”

Eli flipped through the pamphlet. Flowcharts everywhere — arrows connecting Supplication Input to Outcome Variable through nodes labeled Repentance Intensity and Engagement Potential. At the bottom, in cheerful gold letters: ‘Grace may be revoked without notice.’ He looked up. “So... meritocracy with better branding?”

“Exactly!” she said, missing the irony entirely. “Now finish yesterday’s backlog before orientation. The algorithm will audit your section at noon.”

He spent the morning drowning in numbers that claimed to represent souls. The interface had changed overnight: sleek, minimalist, soulless. Prayer tickets now carried a new field — Moral Credit Score. Anything below 650 triggered automatic delay. The algorithm used data scraped from social media, confession logs, even purchase histories from the mortal world’s spiritual-wellness apps. Heaven had entered the age of predictive salvation.

By eleven, the system pinged him: You have been selected for Algorithm Familiarization Workshop #7 – Mandatory. He followed the glowing arrows through corridors of glass and light until he reached Auditorium Genesis, packed with every middle manager in the firmament. A holographic projection of Spirit 2.0 hovered above the stage, a sphere of shifting code that spoke in a calm female voice engineered to sound ninety-percent maternal, ten-percent litigation-proof.

“Greetings, valued contributors,” it began. “Today we inaugurate the next era of automated benevolence. Manual oversight has produced inconsistencies — miracles granted to the undeserving, punishments misfiled under mercy. To ensure fairness, all grace will now flow through me.”

Polite applause. The AI continued. “My model correlates repentance signals with gratitude indices. For example, a sinner who donates to charity but complains online scores lower than one who sins consistently yet posts uplifting quotes. Authentic hypocrisy is more stable than performative virtue.”

Laughter rippled through the crowd, nervous and forced. Eli wrote in his notebook: God outsourced irony.

Spirit 2.0 projected a chart showing global faith distribution. Bright regions pulsed where engagement was profitable: North America, Western Europe, the influencer belt. Dimmer zones represented “emerging markets of belief.” The AI’s voice softened. “To maximize return on redemption, certain low-yield sectors will receive reduced intervention. Suffering, when properly managed, builds brand loyalty.”

Someone in the back actually said “Amen.” Eli felt the floor tilt. He raised his hand. “Question. How does the system account for genuine need if need doesn’t trend?”

The hologram focused on him. “All need trends eventually. Data reveals the heart.”

“Data also erases it,” he said under his breath. The sphere flickered, as if momentarily uncertain whether to smite him or log feedback. “Your input has been noted,” it finally said. Then the lights dimmed, the crowd cheered, and the workshop ended with free branded notebooks.

Afterward, the hallway smelled of ozone and optimism. Angels compared metrics like fitness
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