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I could see the lightning shatter against the ceiling of the sky, leaving jagged white scars in its wake. The thunder that followed was enfeebled by the same protective field and barely audible over the hum of the train’s engine. Nevertheless, I could hear it, just as I could see the distant light.
I couldn’t see the rain that accompanied the thunder, though, nor could I hear it falling on the city’s shielding. I’d heard of the wind, but I’d never seen it. Never felt it. Maybe I’d get the chance someday, but I’d have to survive the next few hours first.
The train hummed lightly as it rolled, coughing steam into the darkness above. It was quieter than the one I had ridden five years ago, when I had left my mother for the last time. Maybe some new runes on the tracks were reducing the friction from the wheels, or maybe the steam engine itself had been upgraded in the time that had passed. 
I didn’t know much about the mechanics of how the train actually functioned, but it gave me something to think about. Something to distract me from the incessant noise of the twenty-two other people within my car.
Most of the people were unfamiliar to me, and, at present, uninteresting. There should have been twelve pairs of us, each applicant headed to the Judgment accompanied by a parent or a loved one. The seat next to me was empty. Not by choice, precisely, but nothing that I found particularly depressing. Father wasn’t going to hold my hand, and Mother had been a forbidden topic for years. 
As for my brother, well, he was the whole point of this journey – at least as far as I was concerned.
Five years ago, Tristan had taken his Judgment within the Serpent Tower. He had never returned.
I knew that the Judgment was a solo test – a chance for an individual to prove himself in the eyes of the goddess. Every individual who entered the Gate of Judgment would find him or herself alone, even if someone else entered the same door a moment later. There were other entrances to the tower – other tests that could be taken with groups. But that one? It was an isolated trial, a chance for Selys to peer into our minds. To evaluate our strengths, or weaknesses.
More than a fifth of the people who entered the Gate of Judgment never returned. 
It sounded like good odds on the surface. A one in five chance of being killed or trapped within the tower was an easy statistic to dismiss. And the other eighty percent? They’d walk out with an Attunement – a permanent mark of Selys’ favor. 
Every Attunement carried power along with it – a fragment of the goddess’ blessing, tailored to the capabilities of the wielder. Some Attuned could heal wounds with a touch. Others could hurl blasts of lightning from their hands. Every Attunement extracted a cost when it was used, but that didn’t stop anyone from trying to earn one.
People disagreed about why Selys gave out Attunements to people who challenged her towers. Here in Valia, the prevailing view was that the Attunements were designed to give people the tools to climb higher in the towers, eventually earning a place at the goddess’ side. Every major religion had a little bit of a different viewpoint, though, and there were variations and disagreements even here. A growing minority subscribed to the Edrian viewpoint that Attunements were designed to make the strong even stronger, giving them the power to rule the weak.
Father was Attuned. Mother was Attuned. Shouldn’t it have been easy for Tristan to pass the same tests? He had every advantage - as the firstborn child, Mother and Father trained him endlessly, drilled him on their own experiences within the tower. No two Judgments were identical, but common elements had been found. Physical obstacles. Puzzles. Tests of intellect. 
My parents had even paid for Tristan to go to the University of Kaldryn to participate in a mock Judgment. The mages there had hundreds of years of interviews with Attuned to draw upon for the development of their simulations, and Tristan had passed their own Judgments without difficulty.
Tristan’s failure had severed a bond between my parents, and after they parted ways, Father had insisted on training me personally. It had been simple additional training at first, but after two years, he pulled me out of school entirely. I’d been practicing dueling every day for the last three years. I had the scars to remind me. 
That line of thinking wasn’t productive – I turned my thoughts outward.
A pair of plate-armored guards were walking into the car from an adjacent one. They greeted the first pair of passengers warmly, exchanging pleasantries before asking to see travel papers. Antiquated armor. Showy, but largely useless in modern warfare. I suppose it will make the children feel more secure.
I slipped my own paperwork from the bag at my side, not wanting to have any delays when the train guards made it to my own seat. I could have just shown them my glove, marked with the sigil of House Cadence, but that would have had the opposite effect from what I was looking for. 
“Good day—”
I shoved my papers at the guard as soon as he came into range. He probably noticed my expression, because he didn’t say anything else until he had glanced over the writs. I wasn’t being deliberately rude, but social graces had never come naturally to me. Tristan had always been the charming one.
I clenched and unclenched my hands in front of me while I waited.
“Corwin Cadence – is that right?”
Resh, did he really have to say my name aloud?
I nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Shouldn’t you be in one of the reserved cars?”
I shrugged. “Didn’t feel like paying the extra fee.”
I was drawing glances now. Curiosity, envy, maybe even a little fear. The usual. 
He offered my papers back to me, but the damage was already done. “Seems like everything is in order.”
“Thank you.” I accepted the papers back, drawing in a deep breath as he moved on to the next pair. 
Just ignore them. No one is going to bother you if you don’t bother them.
The train rattled onward, with hours remaining in my journey. Most people were either chatting or trying to sleep. I had brought a book with the intent of reading it, but my mind was on the Judgment. I couldn’t concentrate. I ran over the same plans in my mind that I had a hundred times before.
If I encounter anything larger than a barghensi, I’ll run.
If I am offered a choice between different types of challenges, I’ll pick a dialogue challenge, or a mathematical challenge, before accepting a combat challenge. General athletics challenges are out of the question.
If I am presented with a choice of Attunements… I will select the Shaper.
It wasn’t what I wanted, but it was necessary. I’d tell myself that as many times as I needed to – maybe someday, I’d even believe it.
Others spoke, laughed, and even cried as the train rattled onward. I sat in silence.
I was ready.
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