You feel rather than hear, something skitter behind you.  You turn and see a tiny hunchbacked figure, vaguely female in profile with a distinctly rat-like appearance.  A pair of absurdly small combat boots poke out below an enshrouding cloak.  Strangely pale grey eyes peer sharply at you from the questionable darkness of a hood.  “Yo Sonny.  Whatcha staring at?”  She? says in a voice that’s in direct opposition to her appearance.  “What, expecting me to cackle like a witch?”  She laughs bitterly.  “Of course you were.  Everyone does.  See if you look as good when the Coalition's through with you.”  She draws herself up as straight as possible; she still looks rather hyperbolic.  “Anyway, I’m forgetting my manners.  You can call me Muria.  Everyone does.”  The dimunitive figure sidles up to a large comfortable chair in the corner that you somehow hadn’t noticed before.  With a hop and a shove from her staff, Muria deftly propels her misshapen form into the chair with a barely audible plop and settles down, pushing back her hood to reveal a face just a rattish as you’d suspected, capped by a massive tightly wrapped bun of mousy brown hair liberally streaked with grey.  “You seem like a likely young feller there, Sonny.  I just bet that you’re standing that with that slack jaw wondering if I’m really human.  Didn’t your mama ever teach you that it’s not polite to stare?  And if you leave your mouth open any longer you might swallow a fly.”  She cocks her head as if listening to a question.  “Oh.  Yes, yes, of course I’m human.  What, you think I’m one of those extraterrestrials wandering about? Don’t worry, most of them look far nicer than I do.  Muria sniffs slightly, leaving you looking for the missing whiskers.  “Whiskers? Hrumph.  Whiskers indeed.  And now you’re thinking that I’m an ugly old troll.  Of course you were.  Everyone does.  What do parents these days teach their kids anyway?  Certainly not manners.  What was that?  I’m rambling, you say?  Hrumph.  The straight path isn’t always the quickest, Sonny.” She sighs over the impetuosity of youth.  “Oh well, no help for it.  Age before beauty, pearls before swine.  Story of my life and it’s a darn good thing too, otherwise I’d never get anywhere.  “What was that?  The Doc told you to find me?  Well, of course he did.  You think I show myself to just anyone?  You don’t get to be my age with a price on your head by being foolish, Sonny.  Now, where was I?”  A sip from a cup of tea later (now where did that come from?), she begins her story…
Age Before Beauty, Pearls Before Swine

A rather plain slip of a girl runs through the darkening shadows of a city-born twilight, clutching a sack to her chest as though it were the most priceless thing in this world.  Then again, perhaps it was.  Many things are priceless pearls to the young.  An autumn leaf flung off a passing truck coming in from the fabled ‘countryside’, a half-squashed candy bar dropped by some carelessly overfed passerby, nearly anything that bespeaks of a different life, of dreams, of someday.  Do not begrudge them dreams.  For all too many, it is all that they shall ever have.  The girl runs faster as the shadows deepen still further.  Many things lurk in the cloak of a city’s depths.  Only the very foolish venture out in that oil-slicked night, or the very desperate.  Silently, soundlessly, she skitters into yet another of the myriad alleyways and up the treacherous moraine of an ancient fire-escape.  Fire-escape.  The very meaning of the word no longer exists to the underdwelling of the ever-so-magnificent city.  Afterall, why should the unwashed rats or the fattened swine require such things?  With a muffled thump and the snick of the drawn bolt, the girl slips inside the non-descript apartment.

“Muria.  It’s about time.”

She thrusts the sack-wrapped package at the gray man.  “Here!  I brought it!  Please, is it enough?”  <It has to be.  It just has too!>

He slowly, almost reverently, unwraps the rectangular package and greed instantly sprang to the forefront of his eyes.  “’Experiences in Chemistry’”, he read from the cover.  “Hrm, it appears to be a tutorial manual.  I suppose it shall have to suffice.  You’re a good rat, Muria.”

“Won’t you take me to the Storyteller now?  Please?  Won’t you ask her to teach me?  You promised, Grayson, you promised!”

“Hush child.  We can’t go now.  I’ll take you there in the morning.”

“I spent seven years with the Storyteller, learning at her knee.  She sent me away though.  Of course, I didn’t understand then, the young never do.  Whatever did she mean?  ‘You must go, child.  You know my stories now, go and live the stories of your own.  Someday, if you survive, maybe you’ll tell the stories too.’  I cried of course.  The young always do.”

