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"M ost impressed, most impressed indeed," the master of Harjung beamed as he shook my hand. "The
Guild wasright about you, Brendell.”

| blushed as my arm was nearly torn out of its socket. To be truthful, the Thief's Guild had chosen me for
other reasons, but Tijor Bhen and the council of Harjung didn't need to know that. "It wasamogt ...
interesting assgnment.”

"Yes, I'msureit was. Please, you must tell me how you accomplished it!"

Agan | amiled shyly, but thistime not from modesty. Guild members are by necessity private about their
methods. But then again this particular contract was by no means a standard one. | debated, then
decided the Guild would not be angered if | revealed at least some of the story. "I readly must be leaving;
my transport departs within the hour. And,” | pulled out my purse, 'l have yet to be compensated.”

"That we shdl rectify immediately.” The council master fumbled afew minutes opening anearby safe -
one | would have unlocked within seconds - and pulled out asack of gold coins. "For ajob well done,"
he handed it to me.

| quickly counted them and dropped them into my own purse. "Now if you have some wine and some
time, | will briefly recount the details.” He did, amost excedllent vintage by the way, and therefore | did.
Later that evening, safely aboard my ship and out to seg, | sat in the smdl lounge with aflask of plebeian
wine and reviewed my fabrication. Once Bhen and the rest of the council learned the truth, they would be
angrily contacting the Guild. | knew | would bein for asession with a Guild Secretary, S0 | decided to
rehearsefor theinevitable.

| t was a contract nobody wanted, the Guild Secretary of the Ravenshead office had explained as she sat
me down in her office. "What the council of Harjung isrequesting is, well, probably impossible.”

"Thenrefuseit.” | had been summoned from nearby Taonrest and was il tired from my ride.

"That isnot Guild procedure and you know it, Brenddll. Every client, if they have the funds, deserves our
best efforts.”

"And yet you are hiring amere gpprentice?"

She amiled for thefirgt time. "The Harjung council need not know that. We will merely explain afterwards
that the contract istoo difficult for anyone to succeed.”

Thiswas not going in any direction | wanted to follow. "Isit particularly dangerous? Is magic involved?
Assassn'sGuild?’

She shook her head. "The object is the problem. They want us, you, to steal the Weeping Nun."
"I'm sorry, never heard of it."

"Itischiefly of local interest. Y ou can research our archivesif you wish. But do it soon; your ship sailsfor
Harjung thisevening.”



| sighed. The Guild chargesfor its assistance. If, as my superior was saying, thiswas afool's errand
anyway, there was no need to increase my expenses. A fool took the contract from her desk and placed
itinmy satche. "I'll read it later,” | said. "And thank you."

| managed to hide my anger until | was outside. Again the Guild was taking advantage of my apprentice
gature! The Baron Mardou, Professor Grimmire and now this. Asmy boat set sail | vowed that if the
Guild expected metofail, I would fail in the grandest manner possible. Which, in hindsight, was exactly
what | did.

| was ushered into the offices of Tijor Bhen within an hour of reaching Harjung. He was startled by my

appearance, obvioudy expecting an older thief, but became dl business when | handed him the contract.
"We must havethat statue,” he dammed hisfist on hisdesk. "It must grace our village, our courtyard!™

"Yes, you should,” | said. Now tell me why.
Instead he asked, "What are your plans? How soon will it be here?”

"I have to do some reconnaissance first. There are severa approaches I'm considering but | haveto
determinewhich will bebest." Actualy | had no plans, having spent most of my voyage in the company
of amost dightful and eager serving wench.

"So you will beleaving for Cardinaul soon?"
So that's where it was. "Within the hour.”

"Then may the beneficence of Our Lady Widterialead your every step.” Within minutes | was out of his
office and searching for astable. Less than twenty minuteslater | was following the well-worn path to the
village of Cardinaul.

| found the Weeping Nun dmost immediately after finding the hamlet. The difference between the
respective towns startled me. Although Cardinaul was no larger or more strategically located, its
prosperity was evident everywhere. Shops that circled the town square were gaily painted and festooned
with banners and ribbons; their windows promising avast array of rare and expensive waresingde. No
lessthan threeinnswere available for weary travelers, aswedll as severd taverns. Unlike Harjung the
streets were crowded with people, mostly well-dressed. The streets themsel ves were brick, not the dirt
and rock common in most villages. Capital, thy nameis Cardinaul, | thought as | found astable to bed
my horse. | returned to the village square and studied the statue of the Weeping Nun, placed prominently
initscenter. It was easily thrice my height, dthough not much wider, and apparently carved from granite.
A smal moat surrounded it and | noted severa peopletossing in coins, probably for ablessng. Making a
counterfeit, aploy I've used successfully in the past, would beftile.

| was walking to the back of my intended when afriendly passer-by stopped me. "Y ou aretoo late, my
friend,” he said. "Shewill be crying no morethisday.”

"Shecries?'

"Of course. Every day when the sunishigh. Like clockwork sheis. A most beautiful sght, most
beatiful."

"Then | shdl return on the morrow,” | returned hisamile. "Traveling dl thisway, | would certainly not
want to missthat.”



He nodded. "That iswhat they al say, and most ddighted they are when they witness the holy event.
Praised be Our Sigter.”

Later that evening | relaxed in one of theinns. Crowded it was, and not just with the residents. Clothing
and accents told me that most of the patrons were from elsawhere. Which meant something in Cardinaul
had attracted them and | was confident the Weeping Nun was the reason. | considered my options. Now
I knew why the Guild was cautious about the contract; outright theft wasimpossible. It would take a
team of men, equipment and horsesto haul it away. And what use would the statue be to Harjung? Once
it was discovered, the good citizens of Cardinaul would demand its return. After another hour of
congderation | could cometo only one conclusion: the citizens of Cardinaul must give me the Weeping
Nun.

T he growing din from outside woke me much earlier than | desired. | looked down from my room and

saw acrowd amassing near the statue. If | hurried | could probably still find agood place to stand.
Instead | enjoyed aleisurely breskfast and Ieft theinn well before noon.

By now the village square was bursting with the curious and the faithful, and | tingled with greed as|
made my way amongst them. If | wasn't under contract, | could have easily come into possession of a
wedlth of jewelry and purses. Sincel was, | could only admire and sigh in frustration.

| noticed agroup of red-robed men standing off to one side, gathered near the moat. They were engaged
in casud conversation, ignoring the growingly-impatient crowd around them. | so noticed that it was
getting increasingly warm and uncomfortable, that some among me had neglected to bathe, that flieswere
beginning to gather. If something didn't happen soon, | was going to haveto return to theinn and relieve

mysdf.

Suddenly trumpets blared from behind us. Everyone hushed as the men in robes made an arc near the
statue. | turned and saw the crowd parting as another group of brightly-clad men started a procession to
the gatue. The leader was an old man wearing atal white hat and carried a golden staff; hisretinue were
clad in the same red robes as the men now standing at the moat. No one said aword as they made their
dow way to the Weeping Nun. The leader turned and stepped forward, his followers fanning out behind
him. Then they sood slent and waited.

The crowd was waiting aswell, as silent and till as well-behaved schoolchildren. And waited and
waited. | noticed adrop of sweat on the end of my nose and began to wonder when it would fall when |
fet adight tremor.

It wasn't my imagination or my breskfast. The leader suddenly raised his staff, then abruptly turned and
pointed it at the statue. And the crowd gasped and screamed as the statue suddenly began to weep.

It only lasted a minute, but there was no question. Water streamed from her eyes, down her robes, into
the moat below. The crowd was silent throughout the spectacle, then broke into cheers and tears. Their
work done, the robed entourage made their dow way back through the rapidly dispersing crowd. |
lingered, watching as the faithful approached the moat, knelt before it and prayed. | was growing
impatient when the last of the pilgrimsfindly |left, leaving only asmall group of the robed men to remove
the offerings from the moat. That waswhen | gpproached.

"Hello, wayfarer,” one greeted me. "Have you come to honor Our Lady Wigteria?!

"That isthe name of the satue?’ | pointed.



"Indeed. It isthe pleasure of our order to serve her."

"l see | looked up at the statue. The heat had aready dried her completely. "Does she do that every
day?’

"Y es. Each day sheweepsfor our Sns. Areyou abdiever?”
| blushed. "I follow adifferent path."

My comment troubled him not at dl. "Aslong asit leads to your savation, you are indeed blessed and
welcome.”

"| thank you for your kind words," and | handed him agold coin. "For your order and your continued
good work."

"Thank you. May Our Lady smile upon you aways."

WEII see. | looked up at the statue one more time, but could learn nothing helpful from here. Which
meant that later | would have to go there.

| t was |ate the following evening, well after the pubs had closed and self-respecting people had gone to
bed, that a non-self-respecting person left hisroom. | couldn't go through the lobby since | was dressed
in black and carrying along rope, o | lowered mysdf over the front porch and down into the quiet
sreets. | quickly made my way to the Weeping Nun and walked around the moat. Trying to throw the
rope up and over would be nearly impossible, so | tied one end around my waist, then waded into the
moat and wrapped the remainder around her. Then it was asmple matter of pulling myself up, finding
some purchase, loosening and then flipping up the rope, then climbing up some more.

W, not that smple, not on the smooth surface with wet shoes. | dmost dipped once, and when |
bounded briefly off the statue | heard amuffled boom. That'swhen | redlized the Statue was not stone at
al, but metal. And hollow.

Still | reached the top of Our Lady in littletime. | hung before her severe countenance, clenched lips,
beak nose, heavy eyebrows. "What isyour secret, young lady?' | whispered as| ran my free hand dong
her features. Then | found it beneath her jutting eyebrows. Slits, hidden from view, over each eye. Large
enough for meto insert afinger and fed the smooth, hollow interior.

| was amiling when | sarted back down. Even my eventua fall into the moat didn't dampen my
excitement because now | knew how | could sted the Weeping Nun.

Onewesk later | returned to Cardinaul. Actual ly it wasmy third trip, snce | had made abrief vist the

night before. Thistime | was dressed in humble brown robes, ragged growth of beard, rope belt and
woven sandds. | made sureto arrive early before the crowds gathered, but not so early that the
brotherhood of Our Lady Wisteriawouldn't be present. | found them making their benedictions before
the statue and preparing for the upcoming ritua. Which would be quite different thisday.

| took a deep breath, then ran up to them. | was markedly sweating and out of breath when | reached
them. "Good friars, good friars, | have fearful news" | said between gasps.

They looked at me asif | was some stray dog invading their garden. "What isthis? What are you saying
and who are you?"' one demanded and approached.



"Danger, great danger,” | said. "Something direis about to happen. | must talk to your leader.”

The man frowned. "My nameis Koros and you shal talk to me. Y ou haven't answered my question.
Who areyou?"

"Brenddll. Of the order of the Most Holy Thistle. | have traveled long to warn you.”
"1 do not know that order."

"We arefar from here”

Koros sniffed. "And what isthis danger you are babbling about?’

"I don't know. Not totally," | added quickly as he began to turn away. "I had avison of an evil darkness
griking Cardinaul. A curse has been placed upon you, | fear."

"A vison, you sgy. A curse. Areyou sure it wasn't something you ate?' And he laughed.
"l was sent by my order to help you. My leader insisted upon it.”

"Y ou are not being very specific.”

"Vidgons are never specific, asyou well know."

"Yes" Helooked back at the village square. Already the people were gathering to witness the daily
miracle. "We can't have you running around aarming the good people of Cardinaul with tales of your
'vison." You will stay with usuntil the ceremony is over, then you can talk with our leader.”

"Thank you, thank you," | said and kndlt at hisfest.

"Onyour feet," hewhispered. "Thereis no reason to call attention to yourself."
"Yes, magter." | rose and alowed mysdlf to cry in gppreciation.

"Stay near me," and he ebowed mein the somach. "And be silent.”

| nodded and followed him as he returned to the rest of the now curious monks. Y et we remained Slent
asthe expectant crowd grew and the sun climbed toward midday. | was beginning to regret my choice of
gpparel when Koros whispered harshly, " Stand straight and be quiet. The ceremony is about to begin.”

Soitwas. Again | heard the trumpets and saw the procession approach us. | waited until everyone had
taken their positions, then | turned to my benefactor. "Master, | canfed it. The evil! Something terribleis
about to happen.”

"Shut up. Y ou can take your concernsto our leaders after we are done." Another elbow to my ribs
convinced meto obey.

Onceagain | fdt that dight tremor; once again the old man turned from the crowd and pointed his staff at
the Our Lady Wisteria. Once again the people gasped as she began to weep for their sins.

Then their gasps turned to screams as they realized that what flowed from her eyeswas not clear tears
but an angry red liquid.

The monks stared in amazement as the moat around her began turning red aswell. "My vison,” | let my
scream join with the others, "my vision was correct. The Weeping Nun is becursed!”



The monks huddled in stunned confusion even as the square began to empty, the onlookersflesing in
fear. "What is hgppening?' the old man with the scepter asked anyone in earshot.

"My visgondidnt lie. A great evil has struck Cardinaul,” | yelled.

He glared a me, then looked at the monks. "Who isthis man?"

"He clamsheisBrenddll, from the order of the Most Holy Thistle," said Koros.
"l had avison ..." | began but was cut off.

"Not here," the old man said. "In private. Come."

No ceremony now; we walked quickly and directly to atall brick building at the edge of the town square.
No one spoke until we were seated insde around alarge table. "What isthisdl about, Koros?' the old
man asked.

"l have no idea, Mayor. This" heturned to me, "Brenddll ingsts he was sent here because of some

vison.
"I dreamed your village was cursed,” | confirmed.

"Ridiculous,”" the old man said. "How can ageyser become cursed?”
So that'stheir secret. "Not the geyser,” | said quickly. "The statue.”

"But why would our statue become cursed? How?" The old man shook hishead. "This makes no sense
adl”

"Y ou saw what happened,” Koros said. "Something isnot right.”

"Obvioudy." The old man sat back and sighed. "And what do we do about it?*
"My vison," | offered.

The Mayor glared at me. "Now what?'

"Part of my vison. | saw mysdlf in the company of atal dark figure. Now | know it was referring to My
Lady Wideria"

"What are you saying?' the Mayor asked, leaning forward.
"That | must remove the Weeping Nun from your village. Only then will the curse belifted.”
"Thisisridiculous,” and the Mayor sat back with folded arms. "1 do not believein curses.”

"It matters not what we believe," said Koros. "Y ou saw what happened. The people panicked. The word
will soread. They will believe unless we take immediate action. | do not necessarily believein visons
either, but Our Lady has protected us. Now we must protect Her and Cardinaul. What this Brendell
proposesjust might accomplish that.”

"And if we don', our visitorswon't come back," the Mayor mused. " Our prosperity will be ruined.”
"The geyser will still be here. Y ou can commission another Satue,” | said.

The old man rubbed hischin. "Yes. It will be expensive but it can be done.” He dammed hisfist on the



table. "And it will. Koros, do what is necessary. Brendell,” he looked at me and for thefirst time smiled,
"thank you for your courage.”

T heleaders of Cardinaul were as good as their word. Early the next morning the monks were busy with
block and tackle. I came from my room to find the moat drained and the base of the statue already
loosened. A sturdy cart and team of horses waited nearby. | watched as the Weeping Nun was raised
and secured to the cart, revealing the geyser and the dirt around it that had been stained by the dye | had
poured into the statue through its eye dits two nights previous.

"That soil iscursed aswell,” | said and pointed. "Dig it up and placeit in barrels so the enchantment can
betotaly removed." They obeyed and within the hour | was ready to leave.

"You are abrave man, Brendell," Korossaid as| sat in the wagon eager to leave. "Please give my
heartfelt regardsto your order.”

"I will, and thank you. | am sure you will have nothing further to worry about.” With that | gave awhistle
and tug on thereinsand | was on my way from Cardinaul in possesson of the Weeping Nun.

Tij or Bhen was ecdtatic when | made my dow way into Harjung three days later. ™Y ou've succeeded,
you've actualy succeeded!"

"Of course" | amiled shyly. "What shdl | dowithit?*

"Wewill put her in our town square, of course,” and his eyes gleamed with avarice. " Soon our village will
befilled with pilgrims coming to worship & the feet of the Weeping Nun!"

Not if you don't have a geyser. Not if you don't remove the curse. "I'll leavethat up toyou,” | said as
| got down gratefully from the wagon. "L et us conclude our contract. My ship leavesthis afternoon.”

Whichwedid, and | did. And two days later | was summoned again to the Guild headquartersin
Ravenshead. "What have you done, Brendell?' the secretary greeted me not at dl warmly.

" fulfilled my contract.”" | gave her apuzzled smile. "The Weeping Nun Stsin the square at Harjung even
aswe speak."

"Y ou were supposed to fail!"
My smile became even more puzzled. "I don't understand.”

"Why do you think we used a mere apprentice for this assignment? The people of Cardinaul have granted
the Guild many lucrative contractsin the past. Thanksto your interference, their prosperity isnow
ruined!" Then she Sighed. " Perhaps Harjung will make up for that."

"Not very likely." And | told her what | had done.
When | finished her frown was even deeper. "Then | will be hearing from Tijor Bhen very soon.”
"l would expect s0. What will you tdll him?"

"What can | tell him? The contract was fulfilled. There were no other conditions.”" She dammed her fist on
her desk. "But don't think for one minute that the Guild will condder it fulfilled."



| groaned as| |eft her office. The payment was mine. Y et it was not going to help me achieve my most
cherished desire: my journeyman's card. As| made my way to the docksto wait for my ship arriving that
evening, | wondered if that same serving wench would be aboard. | could only hope.
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