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	CHAPTER I: 

	THE CALL OF THE PLASTIC CUBICLE

	Arthur Pringle was a man of high collars and even higher hopes, trapped in a low-ceilinged office that smelled faintly of ozone, stale coffee, and unfulfilled potential. His cubicle, a six-by-six square of industrial gray fabric, felt less like a workspace and more like a sarcophagus for his imagination. While his colleagues at "Data-Sync Logistics" optimized supply chains for organic kale chips with a mechanical, data-driven devotion, Arthur spent his lunch breaks tucked into the furthest corner of the breakroom. There, shielded by a stack of outdated trade magazines, he would lose himself in the pages of Malory’s Le Morte d'Arthur. His mind would wander through the mist-shrouded forests of Avalon, hearing the clatter of plate mail and the whisper of ancient oaths, while his fingers absentmindedly traced the grease-stained edges of a lukewarm Tupperware container.

	To Arthur, the modern world wasn't just mundane; it was fundamentally, structurally broken. It was too fast, fueled by the frantic, Pavlovian buzz of push notifications that demanded immediate, shallow attention. It was too loud, a cacophony of white noise and digital shouting that drowned out the quiet, rhythmic cadence of contemplative thought. Most of all, it was entirely too cynical a world where every act of spontaneous kindness was immediately scrutinized for an underlying marketing strategy or a hidden PR agenda. He looked out from the thirty-fourth floor at a landscape of skyscrapers that looked like glittering glass cages and felt the crushing weight of a society that had forgotten how to look at the stars without first checking their weather app to see if the view was "optimal."

	The breaking point arrived on a Tuesday, during a particularly soul-crushing meeting regarding "synergistic spreadsheet alignment." As a senior manager in a slim-fit suit droned on about maximizing the "transactional velocity of human capital," Arthur felt a strange, electric snap in his chest, like a fuse finally giving way. He stood up abruptly, the metal legs of his chair screeching against the linoleum like a rusted battle cry. He adjusted his vintage tweed vest, a garment that felt more like armor than clothing, brushed a microscopic speck of dust from his elbow, and announced to the startled, blue-light-filtered room, "I am going on a quest."

	"To the deli, Arthur? We're not finished with the Q3 projections, and the regional director is on the Zoom line," said Sarah from accounting, her pen hovering over a ledger with frozen precision.

	"No, Sarah. To change the world," Arthur replied, his eyes gleaming with a manic, beautiful light that hadn't been seen in Sector 4 since the Great Espresso Machine Breakdown of '19. "I shall seek the Heart of the Common Good and restore the Spirit of Empathy to this fractured land. We have become ghosts in our own machines, optimizing our lives until there is no life left to live. I intend to find the pulse again."
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