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Book Two of Inheritance
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As always, this book is for my family.And also to my incredible fans. You made
this adventure possible.

Sé onr sverdar sitja hvass!

Synopsis ofEragon ,

Book One of Inheritance

Eragon—a fifteen-year-old farmboy—is shocked when a polished blue stone
appears before him in the range of mountains known as the Spine. Eragon takes
the stone to the farm where he lives with his uncle, Gar-row, and his cousin,
Roran. Garrow and his late wife, Marian, have raised Eragon. Nothing is known
of his father; his mother, Selena, was Garrow’s sister and has not been seen
since Eragon’s birth.

Later, the stone cracks open and a baby dragon emerges. When Eragon
touches her, a silvery mark appears on his palm, and an irrevocable bond is
forged between their minds, making Eragon one of the legendary Dragon Riders.

The Dragon Riders were created thousands of years earlier in the af-termath of
the elves’ great war with the dragons, in order to ensure that hostilities would
never again afflict their two races. The Riders became peacekeepers, educators,
healers, natural philosophers, and the greatest of spellweavers—since being
joined with a dragon makes one a magician. Under their guidance and protection,
the land enjoyed a golden age.

When humans arrived in Alagaésia, they too were added to this elite order. After
many years of peace, the monstrous and warlike Urgals killed the dragon of a
young human Rider named Galbatorix. Driven mad by the loss and by his elders’
refusal to provide him with another dragon, Galbatorix set out to topple the
Riders.

He stole another dragon—whom he named Shruikan and forced to serve him
through certain black spells—and gathered around himself a group of thirteen
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traitors: the Forsworn. With the help of those cruel dis-ciples, Galbatorix threw
down the Riders; killed their leader, Vrael; and declared himself king over
Alagaésia. In this, Galbatorix was only partly successful, for the elves and
dwarves remain autonomous in their secret haunts, and some humans have
established an independent country, Surda, in the south of Alagaésia. A
stalemate has existed between these factions for twenty years, preceded by
eighty years of open conflict brought about by the destruction of the Riders.

It is into this fragile political situation, then, that Eragon is thrust. He fears he is in
mortal danger—it is common knowledge that Galbatorix killed every Rider who
would not swear loyalty to him—and so Eragon hides the dragon from his family
as he raises her. During this time, Eragon names the creature Saphira, after a
dragon mentioned by the village story-teller, Brom. Soon Roran leaves the farm
for a job that will allow him to earn enough money to marry Katrina, the butcher’s
daughter.

When Saphira stands taller than Eragon, two menacing, beetle-like strangers
called the Ra’zac arrive in Carvahall, searching for the stone that was her egg.
Frightened, Saphira kidnaps Eragon and flies into the Spine. Eragon manages to
convince her to turn back, but by then his home has been obliterated by the
Ra’zac. Eragon finds Garrow in the wreckage, tor-tured and badly wounded.

Garrow dies soon afterward, and Eragon vows to track down and kill the Ra’zac.
Eragon is accosted by Brom, who knows of Saphira’s existence and asks to
accompany Eragon for reasons of his own. After Eragon agrees, Brom gives him
the sword Zar’roc, which was once a Rider’s blade, though he refuses to say how
he acquired it.

Eragon learns much from Brom during their travels, including how to fight with
swords and use magic. Eventually, they lose the Ra’zac’s trail and visit the city of
Teirm, where Brom believes his old friend Jeod can help locate their lair.

In Teirm, the eccentric herbalist Angela tells Eragon’s fortune, predict-ing mighty
powers struggling to control his destiny; an epic romance with one of noble birth;
the fact that he will one day leave Alagaésia, never to return; and a betrayal from
within his family. Her companion, the were-cat Solembum, also gives him some
words of advice. Then Eragon, Brom, and Saphira depart for Dras-Leona, where
they hope to find the Ra’zac.

Brom finally reveals that he is an agent of the Varden—a rebel group dedicated
to overthrowing Galbatorix—and that he had been hiding in Eragon’s village,
waiting for a new Dragon Rider to appear. Brom also ex-plains that twenty years
ago, he and Jeod stole Saphira’s egg from Galba-torix. In the process, Brom
killed Morzan, first and last of the Forsworn. Only two other dragon eggs still
exist, both of which remain in Galba-torix’s possession.
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Near Dras-Leona, the Ra’zac waylay Eragon and his companions, and Brom is
mortally wounded while protecting Eragon. The Ra’zac are driven away by a
mysterious young man named Murtagh, who says he’s been tracking the Ra’zac.
Brom dies the following night. With his last breath, he confesses that he was
once a Rider and his slain dragon was also named Saphira. Eragon buries Brom
in a tomb of sandstone, which Saphira transmutes into pure diamond.

Without Brom, Eragon and Saphira decide to join the Varden. By ill chance,
Eragon is captured at the city of Gil'ead and brought to the Shade Durza,
Galbatorix’s right-hand man. With Murtagh’s help, Eragon escapes from prison,
bringing along with him the unconscious elf Arya, another captive. By this point,
Eragon and Murtagh have become great friends.

With her mind, Arya tells Eragon that she has been ferrying Saphira’s egg
between the elves and the Varden, in the hopes that it might hatch for one of
their children. However, during her last trip, she was am-bushed by Durza and
forced to send the egg elsewhere with magic, which is how it came to Eragon.
Now Arya is seriously wounded and re-quires the Varden’s medical help. Using
mental images, she shows Eragon how to find the rebels. An epic chase ensues.
Eragon and his friends trav-erse almost four hundred miles in eight days. They
are pursued by a con-tingent of Urgals, who trap them in the towering Beor
Mountains. Murtagh, who had not wanted to go to the Varden, is forced to tell Er-
agon that he is the son of Morzan.

Murtagh, however, has denounced his father’s deeds and fled Galba-torix’s
patronage to seek his own destiny. He shows Eragon a great scar across his
back, inflicted when Morzan threw his sword, Zar’roc, at him when he was just a
child. Thus, Eragon learns his sword once belonged to Murtagh’s father, he who
betrayed the Riders to Galbatorix and slaugh-tered many of his former comrades.

Just before they are overwhelmed by the Urgals, Eragon and his friends are
rescued by the Varden, who seem to appear out of the very stone. It turns out
that the rebels are based in Farthen Dar, a hollow mountain ten miles high and
ten miles across. It is also home to the dwarves’ capital, Tronjheim. Once inside,
Eragon is taken to Ajihad, leader of the Varden, while Murtagh is imprisoned
because of his parentage. Ajihad explains many things to Eragon, including that
the Varden, elves, and dwarves had agreed that when a new Rider appeared, he
or she would initially be trained by Brom and then sent to the elves to complete
the instruction. Eragon must now decide whether to follow this course.

Eragon meets with the dwarf king, Hrothgar, and Ajihad’s daughter, Nasuada; is
tested by the Twins, two bald and rather nasty magicians who serve Ajihad;
spars with Arya once she has recovered; and again en-counters Angela and
Solembum, who have joined the Varden. Eragon and Saphira also bless one of
the Varden’s orphan babies.
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Eragon’s stay is disrupted by news of an Urgal army approaching through the
dwarves’ tunnels. In the battle that follows, Eragon is sepa-rated from Saphira
and forced to fight Durza alone. Far stronger than any human, Durza easily
defeats Eragon, slashing open his back from shoulder to hip. At that moment,
Saphira and Arya break the roof of the cham-ber—a sixty-foot-wide star
sapphire—distracting Durza long enough for Eragon to stab him through the
heart. Freed from Durza’s spells, the Ur-gals are driven back into the tunnels.

While Eragon lies unconscious after the battle, he is telepathically con-tacted by
a being who identifies himself as Togira Ikonoka—the Cripple Who Is Whole. He
offers answers to all of Eragon’s questions and urges Eragon to seek him in
Ellesméra, where the elves live.

When Eragon wakes, he finds that, despite Angela’s best efforts, he has been
left with a huge scar similar to Murtagh’s. Dismayed, he also realizes that he only
slew Durza through sheer luck and that he desperately needs more training.

And at the end of Book One, Eragon decides that, yes, he will find this Togira
Ikonoka and learn from him. For gray-eyed Destiny now weaves apace, the first
resounding note of war echoes across the land, and the time fast approaches
when Eragon shall have to step forth and confront his one, true enemy: King
Galbatorix.

A TWIN DISASTER
The songs of the dead are the lamentations of the living.

So thought Eragon as he stepped over a twisted and hacked Urgal, lis-tening to
the keening of women who removed loved ones from the blood-muddied ground
of Farthen Dar. Behind him Saphira delicately skirted the corpse, her glittering
blue scales the only color in the gloom that filled the hollow mountain.

It was three days since the Varden and dwarves had fought the Urgals for
possession of Tronjheim, the mile-high, conical city nestled in the center of
Farthen Ddr, but the battlefield was still strewn with carnage. The sheer number
of bodies had stymied their attempts to bury the dead. In the distance, a
mountainous fire glowed sullenly by Farthen Dar’s wall where the Urgals were
being burned. No burial or honored resting place for them.

Since waking to find his wound healed by Angela, Eragon had tried three times
to assist in the recovery effort. On each occasion he had been racked by terrible
pains that seemed to explode from his spine. The heal-ers gave him various
potions to drink. Arya and Angela said that he was perfectly sound. Nevertheless,
he hurt. Nor could Saphira help, only share his pain as it rebounded across their
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mental link.

Eragon ran a hand over his face and looked up at the stars showing through
Farthen Dar’s distant top, which were smudged with sooty smoke from the
pyre.Three days. Three days since he had killed Durza; three days since people
began calling him Shadeslayer; three days since the remnants of the sorcerer’s
consciousness had ravaged his mind and he had been saved by the mysterious
Togira Ikonoka, the Cripple Who Is Whole. He had told no one about that vision
but Saphira. Fighting Durza and the dark spirits that controlled him had
transformed Eragon; although for better or for worse he was still unsure. He felt
fragile, as if a sudden shock would shatter his reconstructed body and
consciousness.

And now he had come to the site of the combat, driven by a morbid desire to see
its aftermath. Upon arriving, he found nothing but the un-comfortable presence of
death and decay, not the glory that heroic songs had led him to expect.

Before his uncle, Garrow, was slain by the Ra’zac months earlier, the brutality
that Eragon had witnessed between the humans, dwarves, and Urgals would
have destroyed him. Now it numbed him. He had realized, with Saphira’s help,
that the only way to stay rational amid such pain was todo things. Beyond that,
he no longer believed that life possessed inher-ent meaning—not after seeing
men torn apart by the Kull, a race of giant Urgals, and the ground a bed of
thrashing limbs and the dirt so wet with blood it soaked through the soles of his
boots. If any honor existed in war, he concluded, it was in fighting to protect
others from harm.

He bent and plucked a tooth, a molar, from the dirt. Bouncing it on his palm, he
and Saphira slowly made a circuit through the trampled plain. They stopped at its
edge when they noticed Jormundur—Ajihad’s second in command in the
Varden—hurrying toward them from Tronjheim. When he came near, Jérmundur
bowed, a gesture Eragon knew he would never have made just days before.

“I'm glad | found you in time, Eragon.” He clutched a parchment note in one
hand. “Ajihad is returning, and he wants you to be there when he arrives. The
others are already waiting for him by Tronjheim’s west gate. We'll have to hurry
to get there in time.”

Eragon nodded and headed toward the gate, keeping a hand on Saphira. Ajihad
had been gone most of the three days, hunting down Urgals who had managed
to escape into the dwarf tunnels that honeycombed the stone beneath the Beor
Mountains. The one time Eragon had seen him between expeditions, Ajihad was
in a rage over discovering that his daughter, Nasuada, had disobeyed his orders
to leave with the other women and children before the battle. Instead, she had
secretly fought among the Varden’s archers.
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Murtagh and the Twins had accompanied Ajihad: the Twins because it was
dangerous work and the Varden'’s leader needed the protection of their magical
skills, and Murtagh because he was eager to continue prov-ing that he bore the
Varden no ill will. It surprised Eragon how much people’s attitudes toward
Murtagh had changed, considering that Murtagh’s father was the Dragon Rider
Morzan, who had betrayed the Riders to Galbatorix. Even though Murtagh
despised his father and was loyal to Eragon, the Varden had not trusted him. But
now, no one was willing to waste energy on a petty hate when so much work
remained. Eragon missed talking with Murtagh and looked forward to discussing
all that had happened, once he returned.

As Eragon and Saphira rounded Tronjheim, a small group became visi-ble in the
pool of lantern light before the timber gate. Among them were Orik—the dwarf
shifting impatiently on his stout legs—and Arya. The white bandage around her
upper arm gleamed in the darkness, reflecting a faint highlight onto the bottom of
her hair. Eragon felt a strange thrill, as he always did when he saw the elf. She
looked at him and Saphira, green eyes flashing, then continued watching for
Ajihad.

By breaking Isidar Mithrim—the great star sapphire that was sixty feet across
and carved in the shape of a rose—Arya had allowed Eragon to kill Durza and so
win the battle. Still, the dwarves were furious with her for destroying their most
prized treasure. They refused to move the sap-phire’s remains, leaving themin a
massive circle inside Tronjheim'’s cen-tral chamber. Eragon had walked through
the splintered wreckage and shared the dwarves’ sorrow for all the lost beauty.

He and Saphira stopped by Orik and looked out at the empty land that
surrounded Tronjheim, extending to Farthen Dir’s base five miles away in each
direction. “Where will Ajihad come from?” asked Eragon.

Orik pointed at a cluster of lanterns staked around a large tunnel open-ing a
couple of miles away. “He should be here soon.”

Eragon waited patiently with the others, answering comments directed at him but
preferring to speak with Saphira in the peace of his mind. The quiet that filled
Farthen Dar suited him.

Half an hour passed before motion flickered in the distant tunnel. A group of ten
men climbed out onto the ground, then turned and helped up as many dwarves.
One of the men—Eragon assumed it was Ajihad— raised a hand, and the
warriors assembled behind him in two straight lines. At a signal, the formation
marched proudly toward Tronjheim.

Before they went more than five yards, the tunnel behind them swarmed with a
flurry of activity as more figures jumped out. Eragon squinted, unable to see
clearly from so far away.
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Those are Urgalslexclaimed Saphira, her body tensing like a drawn bowstring.

Eragon did not question her. “Urgals!” he cried, and leaped onto Saphira,
berating himself for leaving his sword, Zar’roc, in his room. No one had expected
an attack now that the Urgal army had been driven away.

His wound twinged as Saphira lifted her azure wings, then drove them down and
jumped forward, gaining speed and altitude each second. Be-low them, Arya ran
toward the tunnel, nearly keeping apace with Saphira. Orik trailed her with
several men, while Jormundur sprinted back toward the barracks.

Eragon was forced to watch helplessly as the Urgals fell on the rear of Ajihad’s
warriors; he could not work magic over such a distance. The monsters had the
advantage of surprise and quickly cut down four men, forcing the rest of the
warriors, men and dwarves alike, to cluster around Ajihad in an attempt to protect
him. Swords and axes clashed as the groups pressed together. Light flashed
from one of the Twins, and an Ur-gal fell, clutching the stump of his severed arm.

For a minute, it seemed the defenders would be able to resist the Ur-gals, but
then a swirl of motion disturbed the air, like a faint band of mist wrapping itself
around the combatants. When it cleared, only four warri-ors were standing:
Ajihad, the Twins, and Murtagh. The Urgals converged on them, blocking
Eragon’s view as he stared with rising horror and fear.

No! No! No!

Before Saphira could reach the fight, the knot of Urgals streamed back to the
tunnel and scrambled underground, leaving only prone forms be-hind.

The moment Saphira touched down, Eragon vaulted off, then faltered, overcome
by grief and anger./ can’t do this. It reminded him too much of when he had
returned to the farm to find his uncle Garrow dying. Fight-ing back his dread with
every step, he began to search for survivors.

The site was eerily similar to the battlefield he had inspected earlier, except that
here the blood was fresh.

In the center of the massacre lay Ajihad, his breastplate rent with nu-merous
gashes, surrounded by five Urgals he had slain. His breath still came in ragged
gasps. Eragon knelt by him and lowered his face so his tears would not land on
the leader’s ruined chest. No one could heal such wounds. Running up to them,
Arya paused and stopped, her face trans-formed with sorrow when she saw that
Ajihad could not be saved.

“Eragon.” The name slipped from Ajihad’s lips—no more than a whis-per.
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“Yes, | am here.”

“Listen to me, Eragon.... | have one last command for you.” Eragon leaned
closer to catch the dying man’s words. “You must promise me something:
promise that you... won't let the Varden fall into chaos. They are the only hope for
resisting the Empire.... They must be kept strong. You must promise me.”

‘I promise.”

“Then peace be with you, Eragon Shadeslayer....” With his last breath, Ajihad
closed his eyes, setting his noble face in repose, and died.

Eragon bowed his head. He had trouble breathing past the lump in his throat,
which was so hard it hurt. Arya blessed Ajihad in a ripple of the ancient language,
then said in her musical voice, “Alas, his death will cause much strife. He is right,
you must do all you can to avert a struggle for power. | will assist where
possible.”

Unwilling to speak, Eragon gazed at the rest of the bodies. He would have given
anything to be elsewhere. Saphira nosed one of the Urgals and said, This should
not have happened. It is an evil doing, and all the worse for coming when we
should be safe and victorious . She examined another body, then swung her
head around.Where are the Twins and Murtagh? They’re not among the dead.

Eragon scanned the corpses.You're right! Elation surged within him as he
hurried to the tunnel’s mouth. There pools of thickening blood filled the hollows in
the worn marble steps like a series of black mirrors, glossy and oval, as if several
torn bodies had been dragged down them.The Ur-gals must have taken them!
But why? They don’t keep prisoners or hostages. Despair instantly returned./t
doesn’t matter. We can’t pursue them without reinforcements; you wouldn’t even
fit through the opening.

They may still be alive. Would you abandon them?

What do you expect me to do? The dwarf tunnels are an endless maze! | would
only get lost. And | couldn’t catch Urgals on foot, though Arya might be able to.

Then ask her to.

AryalEragon hesitated, torn between his desire for action and his loath-ing to put
her in danger. Still, if any one person in the Varden could han-dle the Urgals, it
was she. With a groan, he explained what they had found.

Arya’s slanted eyebrows met in a frown. “It makes no sense.”
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“‘Will you pursue them?”

She stared at him for a heavy moment. “Wiol ono.” For you. Then she bounded
forward, sword flashing in her hand as she dove into the earth’s belly.

Burning with frustration, Eragon settled cross-legged by Ajihad, keeping watch
over the body. He could barely assimilate the fact that Ajihad was dead and
Murtagh missing.Murtagh . Son of one of the Forsworn—the thirteen Riders who
had helped Galbatorix destroy their order and anoint himself king of Alagaésia—
and Eragon’s friend. At times Eragon had wished Murtagh gone, but now that he
had been forcibly removed, the loss left an unexpected void. He sat motionless
as Orik approached with the men.

When Orik saw Ajihad, he stamped his feet and swore in Dwarvish, swinging his
ax into the body of an Urgal. The men only stood in shock. Rubbing a pinch of
dirt between his callused hands, the dwarf growled, “Ah, now a hornet’s nest has
broken; we’'ll have no peace among the Varden after this.Barzdiin, but this makes
things complicated. Were you in time to hear his last words?”

Eragon glanced at Saphira. “They must wait for the right person before I'll repeat
them.”

‘I see. And where’'d be Arya?”
Eragon pointed.
Orik swore again, then shook his head and sat on his heels.

Jormundur soon arrived with twelve ranks of six warriors each. He mo-tioned for
them to wait outside the radius of bodies while he proceeded onward alone. He
bent and touched Ajihad on the shoulder. “How can fate be this cruel, my old
friend? | would have been here sooner if not for the size of this cursed mountain,
and then you might have been saved. Instead, we are wounded at the height of
our triumph.”

Eragon softly told him about Arya and the disappearance of the Twins and
Murtagh.

“She should not have gone,” said Jérmundur, straightening, “but we can do
naught about it now. Guards will be posted here, but it will be at least an hour
before dwarf guides can be found for another expedition into the tunnels.”

“I'd be willing to lead it,” offered Orik.

Jormundur looked back at Tronjheim, his gaze distant. “No, Hrothgar will need
you now; someone else will have to go. I'm sorry, Eragon, but everyone
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importantmust stay here until Ajihad’s successor is chosen. Arya will have to fend
for herself.... We could not overtake her anyway.”

Eragon nodded, accepting the inevitable.

Jormundur swept his gaze around before saying so all could hear, “Aji-had has
died a warrior’s death! Look, he slew five Urgals where a lesser man might have
been overwhelmed by one. We will give him every honor and hope his spirit
pleases the gods. Bear him and our companions back to Tronjheim on your
shields... and do not be ashamed to let your tears be seen, for this is a day of
sorrow that all will remember. May we soon have the privilege of sheathing our
blades in the monsters who have slain our leader!”

As one, the warriors knelt, baring their heads in homage to Ajihad. Then they
stood and reverently lifted him on their shields so he lay be-tween their
shoulders. Already many of the Varden wept, tears flowing into beards, yet they
did not disgrace their duty and allow Ajihad to fall. With solemn steps, they
marched back to Tronjheim, Saphira and Eragon in the middle of the procession.

THE COUNCIL OF ELDERS

Eragon roused himself and rolled to the edge of the bed, looking about the room,
which was suffused with the dim glow of a shuttered lantern. He sat and watched
Saphira sleep. Her muscled sides expanded and con-tracted as the great bellows
of her lungs forced air through her scaled nostrils. Eragon thought of the raging
inferno that she could now sum-mon at will and send roaring out of her maw. It
was an awesome sight when flames hot enough to melt metal rushed past her
tongue and ivory teeth without harming them. Since she first breathed fire during
his fight with Durza—while plunging toward them from the top of Tronjheim—
Saphira had been insufferably proud of her new talent. She was con-stantly
releasing little jets of flame, and she took every opportunity to light objects
ablaze.

Because Isidar Mithrim was shattered, Eragon and Saphira had been un-able to
remain in the dragonhold above it. The dwarves had given them quarters in an
old guardroom on Tronjheim’s bottom level. It was a large room, but with a low
ceiling and dark walls.

Anguish gripped Eragon as he remembered the events of the previous day.
Tears filled his eyes, spilling over, and he caught one on his hand. They had
heard nothing from Arya until late that evening, when she emerged from the
tunnel, weary and footsore. Despite her best efforts— and all her magic—the
Urgals had escaped her. “I found these,” she said. Then she revealed one of the
Twins’ purple robes, torn and bloodied, and Murtagh’s tunic and both his leather
gauntlets. “They were strewn along the edge of a black chasm, the bottom of
which no tunnel reaches. The Urgals must have stolen their armor and weapons
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and thrown the bodies into the pit. | scryed both Murtagh and the Twins, and saw
naught but the shadows of the abyss.” Her eyes met Eragon’s. “I'm sorry; they
are gone.”

Now, in the confines of his mind, Eragon mourned Murtagh. It was a dreadful,
creeping feeling of loss and horror made worse by the fact that he had grown
ever more familiar with it in past months.

As he stared at the tear in his hand—a small, glistening dome—he de-cided to
scry the three men himself. He knew it was a desperate and fu-tile prospect, but
he had to try in order to convince himself that Murtagh was really gone. Even so,
he was uncertain if he wanted to succeed where Arya had failed, if it would make
him feel any better to catch a glimpse of Murtagh lying broken at the base of a
cliff deep below Farthen Ddr.

He whispered, “Draumr kdpa.” Darkness enveloped the liquid, turning it into a
small dot of night on his silver palm. Movement flickered through it, like the swish
of a bird across a clouded moon... then nothing.

Another tear joined the first.

Eragon took a deep breath, leaned back, and let calm settle over him. Since
recovering from Durza’s wound, he had realized—humbling as it was—that he
had prevailed only through sheer luck./f | ever face another Shade, or the Ra’zac,
or Galbatorix, | mustbe stronger if | expect to win. Brom could have taught me
more, | know he could have. But without him, | have but one choice: the elves.

Saphira’s breathing quickened, and she opened her eyes, yawning ex-
pansively.Good morning, little one.

Is it?He looked down and leaned on his hands, compressing the mat-tress./t’s
terrible... Murtagh and Ajihad... Why didn’t sentries in the tun-nels warn us of the
Urgals? They shouldn’t have been able to trail Ajihad’s group without being
noticed.... Arya was right, it doesn’t make sense.

We may never know the truth,said Saphira gently. She stood, wings brushing
the ceiling. You need to eat, then we must discover what the Varden are planning.
We can’t waste time; a new leader could be chosen within hours.

Eragon agreed, thinking of how they had left everyone yesterday: Orik rushing
off to give King Hrothgar the tidings, Jormundur taking Ajihad’s body to a place
where it would rest until the funeral, and Arya, who stood alone and watched the
goings-on.

Eragon rose and strapped on Zar’roc and his bow, then bent and lifted
Snowfire’s saddle. A line of pain sheared through his torso, driving him to the
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floor, where he writhed, scrabbling at his back. It felt like he was be-ing sawed in
half. Saphira growled as the ripping sensation reached her. She tried to soothe
him with her own mind but was unable to alleviate his suffering. Her tail
instinctually lifted, as if to fight.

It took minutes before the fit subsided and the last throb faded away, leaving
Eragon gasping. Sweat drenched his face, making his hair stick and his eyes
sting. He reached back and gingerly fingered the top of his scar. It was hot and
inflamed and sensitive to touch. Saphira lowered her nose and touched him on
the arm.Oh, little one....

It was worse this time,he said, staggering upright. She let him lean against her
as he wiped off the sweat with a rag, then he tentatively stepped toward the door.

Are you strong enough to go?

We have to. We’re obliged as dragon and Rider to make a public choice
regarding the next head of the Varden, and perhaps even influence the selec-
tion. | won’t ignore the strength of our position; we now wield great authority
within the Varden. At least the Twins aren’t here to grab the position for
themselves. That’s the only good in the situation.

Very well, but Durza should suffer a thousand years of torture for what he did to
you.

He grunted.Just stay close to me.

Together they made their way through Tronjheim, toward the nearest kitchen. In
the corridors and hallways, people stopped and bowed to them, murmuring
“‘Argetlam” or “Shadeslayer.” Even dwarves made the motions, though not as
often. Eragon was struck by the somber, haunted expressions of the humans and
the dark clothing they wore to display their sadness. Many women were dressed
entirely in black, lace veils cov-ering their faces.

In the kitchen, Eragon brought a stone platter of food to a low table. Saphira
watched him carefully in case he should have another attack. Several people
tried to approach him, but she lifted a lip and growled, sending them scurrying
away. Eragon picked at his food and pretended to ignore the disturbances.
Finally, trying to divert his thoughts from Murtagh, he asked,Who do you think
has the means to take control of the Varden now that Ajihad and the Twins are
gone?

She hesitated./t’s possible you could, if Ajihad’s last words were inter-preted as
a blessing to secure the leadership. Alimost no one would oppose you. However,
that does not seem a wise path to take. | see only trouble in that direction.
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| agree. Besides, Arya wouldn’t approve, and she could be a dangerous enemy.
Elves can't lie in the ancient language, but they have no such inhibi-tion in ours—
she could deny that Ajihad ever uttered those words if it served her purposes.
No, | don’t want the position.... What about Jormun-dur?

Ajihad called him his right-hand man. Unfortunately, we know little about him or
the Varden’s other leaders. Such a short time has passed since we came here.
We will have to make our judgment on our feelings and im-pressions, without the
benefit of history.

Eragon pushed his fish around a lump of mashed tubers.Don’t forget Hrothgar
and the dwarf clans; they won’t be quiet in this. Except for Arya, the elves have
no say in the succession—a decision will be made before word of this even
reaches them. But the dwarves can’t be—won’t be— ignored. Hrothgar favors
the Varden, but if enough clans oppose him, he might be maneuvered into
backing someone unsuited for the command.

And who might that be?

A person easily manipulated.He closed his eyes and leaned back./t could be
anyone in Farthen Ddar, anyone at all.

For a long while, they both considered the issues facing them. Then Saphira
said,Eragon, there is someone here to see you. | can’t scare him away.

Eh?He cracked his eyes open, squinting as they adjusted to the light. A pale-
looking youth stood by the table. The boy eyed Saphira like he was afraid she
would try to eat him. “What is it?” asked Eragon, not unkindly.

The boy started, flustered, then bowed. “You have been summoned, Argetlam,
to speak before the Council of Elders.”

“Who are they?”

The question confused the boy even more. “The—the council is... are... people
we—that is, the Varden—choose to speak on our behalf to Aji-had. They were
his trusted advisers, and now they wish to see you. It is a great honor!” He
finished with a quick smile.

“Are you to lead me to them?”

“Yes, | am.”

Saphira looked at Eragon questioningly. He shrugged and left the un-eaten food,

motioning for the boy to show the way. As they walked, the boy admired Zar’roc
with bright eyes, then looked down shyly.
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“What are you called?” asked Eragon.
“Jarsha, sir.”

“That’s a good name. You carried your message well; you should be proud.”
Jarsha beamed and bounced forward.

They reached a convex stone door, which Jarsha pushed open. The room inside
was circular, with a sky blue dome decorated with constella-tions. A round
marble table, inlaid with the crest of Dargrimst Ingei-tum—an upright hammer
ringed by twelve stars—stood in the center of the chamber. Seated there were
Jormundur and two other men, one tall and one broad; a woman with pinched
lips, close-set eyes, and elaborately painted cheeks; and a second woman with
an immense pile of gray hair above a matronly face, belied by a dagger hilt
peeking out of the vast hills of her bodice.

“You may go,” said Jormundur to Jarsha, who quickly bowed and left.

Conscious that he was being watched, Eragon surveyed the room, then seated
himself in the middle of a swath of empty chairs, so that the council members
were forced to turn in their seats in order to look at him. Saphira hunkered
directly behind him; he could feel her hot breath on the top of his head.

Jormundur got halfway up to make a slight bow, then reseated himself. “Thank
you for coming, Eragon, even though you have suffered your own loss. This is
Umérth,” the tall man; “Falberd,” the broad one; “and Sabrae and Elessari,” the
two women.

Eragon inclined his head, then asked, “And what of the Twins, were they part of
this council?”

Sabrae shook her head sharply and tapped a long fingernail on the table. “They
had naught to do with us. They were slime—worse than slime— leeches that
worked only for their own benefit. They had no desire to serve the Varden. Thus,
they had no place in this council.” Eragon could smell her perfume all the way on
the other side of the table; it was thick and oily, like a rotting flower. He hid a
smile at the thought.

“Enough. We’re not here to discuss the Twins,” said Jérmundur. “We face a
crisis that must be dealt with quickly and effectively. If we don’t choose Ajihad’s
successor, someone else will. Hrothgar has already con-tacted us to convey his
condolences. While he was more than courteous, he is sure to be forming his
own plans even as we speak. We must also consider Du Vrangr Gata, the magic
users. Most of them are loyal to the Varden, but it’s difficult to predict their
actions even in the best of times. They might decide to oppose our authority for
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their own advantage. That is why we need your assistance, Eragon, to provide
the legitimacy re-quired by whoever is to take Ajihad’s place.”

Falberd heaved himself up, planting his meaty hands on the table. “The five of
us have already decided whom to support. There is no doubt among us that it is
the right person. But,” he raised a thick finger, “before we reveal who it is, you
must give us your word of honor that whether you agree or disagree with us,
nothing of our discussion will leave this room.”

Why would they want that?Eragon asked Saphira.

I don’t know,she said, snorting./t might be a trap.... It’s a gamble you’ll have to
take. Remember, though, they haven’t asked meto pledge anything. | can always
tell Arya what they say, if needed. Silly of them, forgetting that I'm as intelligent
as any human.

Pleased with the thought, Eragon said, “Very well, you have my word. Now, who
do you want to lead the Varden?”

“Nasuada.”

Surprised, Eragon dropped his gaze, thinking quickly. He had not con-sidered
Nasuada for the succession because of her youth—she was just a few years
older than Eragon. No real reason existed, of course, for her not to lead, but why
would the Council of Elders want her to? How would they benefit? He
remembered Brom’s advice and tried to examine the issue from every angle,
knowing that he had to decide swiftly.

Nasuada has steel in her,observed Saphira.She would be like her father.
Maybe, but what’s their reason for picking her?

To gain time, Eragon asked, “Why not you, Jormundur? Ajihad called you his
right-hand man. Doesn’t that mean you should take his place now that he’s
gone?”

A current of unease ran through the council: Sabrae sat even straighter, hands
clasped before her; Umérth and Falberd glanced at each other darkly, while
Elessari just smiled, the dagger hilt jiggling on her chest.

“Because,” said Jormundur, selecting his words with care, “Ajihad was speaking
of military matters then, nothing more. Also, | am a member of this council, which
only has power because we support one another. It would be foolish and
dangerous for one of us to raise himself above the rest.” The council relaxed as
he finished, and Elessari patted Jormundur on the forearm.
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Halexclaimed Saphira.He probably would have taken power if it were possible to
force the others to back him. Just look how they eye him. He’s like a wolf in their
midst.

A wolf in a pack of jackals, perhaps.
“‘Does Nasuada have enough experience?” inquired Eragon.

Elessari pressed herself against the table’s edge as she leaned forward. “I had
already been here for seven years when Ajihad joined the Varden. I've watched
Nasuada grow up from a darling girl to the woman she is. A trifle light-headed
occasionally, but a good figure to lead the Varden. The people will love her. Now
l,” she patted herself affectionately on the bosom, “and my friends will be here to
guide her through these troubled times. She will never be without someone to
show her the way. Inexpe-rience should be no barrier to her taking her rightful
position.”

Understanding flooded Eragon.They want a puppet!

“Ajihad’s funeral will be held in two days,” broke in Umérth. “Directly afterward,
we plan to appoint Nasuada as our new leader. We have yet to ask her, but she
will surely agree. We want you to be present at the appointing—no one, not even
Hrothgar, can complain about it then— and to swear fealty to the Varden. That
will give back the confidence Ajihad’s death has stolen from the people, and
prevent anyone from try-ing to splinter this organization.”

Fealty!

Saphira quickly touched Eragon’s mind.Notice, they don’t want you to swear to
Nasuada—just to the Varden.

Yes, and they want to be the ones to appoint Nasuada, which would indi-cate
that the council is more powerful than she. They could have asked Arya or us to
appoint her, but that would mean acknowledging whoever did it as above
everyone in the Varden. This way, they assert their superiority over Nasuada,
gain control over us through fealty, and also get the benefit of having a Rider
endorse Nasuada in public.

“What happens,” he asked, “if | decide not to accept your offer?”

“Offer?” Falberd asked, seeming puzzled. “Why, nothing, of course. Only it
would be a terrible slight if you're not present when Nasuada is chosen. If the
hero of the battle of Farthen Dar ignores her, what can she think but that a Rider
has spited her and found the Varden unworthy to serve? Who could bear such a
shame?”
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The message could have been no clearer. Eragon clenched Zar’roc’s pommel
under the table, yearning to scream that it was unnecessary to force him to
support the Varden, that he would have done it anyway. Now, however, he
instinctively wanted to rebel, to elude the shackles they were trying to place on
him. “Since Riders are so highly thought of, | could decide that my efforts would
be best spent guiding the Varden myself.”

The mood in the room hardened. “That would be unwise,” stated Sa-brae.

Eragon combed his mind for a way to escape the situation.With Ajihad gone,
said Saphira,it may be impossible to remain independent of every group, as he
wanted us to. We cannot anger the Varden, and if this council is to control it once
Nasuada is in place, then we must appease them. Re-member, they act as much
out of self-preservation as we do.

But what will they want us to do once we are in their grasp? Will they re-spect
the Varden’s pact with the elves and send us to Ellesméra for training, or
command otherwise? Jérmundur strikes me as an honorable man, but the rest of
the council? | can’t tell.

Saphira brushed the top of his head with her jaw.Agree to be at this ceremony
with Nasuada; that much | think we must do. As for swearing fe-alty, see if you
can avoid acquiescing. Perhaps something will occur between now and then that
will change our position... Arya may have a solution.

Without warning, Eragon nodded and said, “As you wish; | shall attend
Nasuada’s appointment.”

Jormundur looked relieved. “Good, good. Then we have only one more matter to
deal with before you go: Nasuada’s acceptance. There’s no rea-son to delay,
with all of us here. I'll send for her immediately. And Arya too—we need the
elves’ approval before making this decision public. It shouldn’t be difficult to
procure; Arya cannot go against our counciland you, Eragon. She will have to
agree with our judgment.”

“Wait,” commanded Elessari, a steely glint in her eyes. “Your word, though,
Rider. Will you give it in fealty at the ceremony?”

“Yes, you must do that,” agreed Falberd. “The Varden would be dis-graced if we
couldn’t provide you every protection.”

A nice way to put it!
It was worth a try,said Saphira.l fear you have no choice now.

They wouldn’t dare harm us if | refused.
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No, but they could cause us no end of grief. It is not for my own sake that | say
accept, but for yours. Many dangers exist that | cannot protect you from, Eragon.
With Galbatorix set against us, you need allies, not enemies, around you. We
cannot afford to contend with both the Empire and the Varden.

Finally, “I'll give it.” All around the table were signs of relaxation—even a poorly
concealed sigh from Umérth. They’re afraid of us!

As well they should be,sniped Saphira.

Jormundur called for Jarsha, and with a few words sent the boy scam-pering off
for Nasuada and Arya. While he was gone, the conversation fell into an
uncomfortable silence. Eragon ignored the council, focusing instead on working a
way out of his dilemma. None sprang to mind.

When the door opened again, everyone turned expectantly. First came
Nasuada, chin held high and eyes steady. Her embroidered gown was the
deepest shade of black, deeper even than her skin, broken only by a slash of
royal purple that stretched from shoulder to hip. Behind her was Arya, her stride
as lithe and smooth as a cat’s, and an openly awestruck Jarsha.

The boy was dismissed, then Jormundur helped Nasuada into a seat. Eragon
hastened to do the same for Arya, but she ignored the proffered chair and stood
at a distance from the table.Saphira, he said,let her know all that's happened. |
have a feeling the council won’t inform her that they’ve compelled me to give the
Varden my loyalty.

“Arya,” acknowledged Jormundur with a nod, then concentrated on Nasuada.
“‘Nasuada, Daughter of Ajihad, the Council of Elders wishes to formally extend its
deepest condolences for the loss you, more than any-one else, have suffered....”
In a lower voice, he added, “You have our per-sonal sympathies as well. We all
know what it is like to have a family member killed by the Empire.”

“Thank you,” murmured Nasuada, lowering her almond eyes. She sat, shy and
demure, and with an air of vulnerability that made Eragon want to comfort her.
Her demeanor was tragically different from that of the energetic young woman
who had visited him and Saphira in the dragon-hold before the battle.

“Although this is your time of mourning, a quandary exists that you must resolve.
This council cannot lead the Varden. And someone must replace your father after
the funeral. We ask that you receive the posi-tion. As his heir, it is rightfully
yours—the Varden expect it of you.”

Nasuada bowed her head with shining eyes. Grief was plain in her voice when
she said, “I never thought | would be called upon to take my father’s place so
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young. Yet... if you insist it is my duty... | will embrace the office.”
TRUTH AMONG FRIENDS

The Council of Elders beamed with triumph, pleased that Nasuada had done
what they wanted. “We do insist,” said Jormundur, “for your own good and the
good of the Varden.” The rest of the elders added their ex-pressions of support,
which Nasuada accepted with sad smiles. Sabrae threw an angry glance at
Eragon when he did not join in.

Throughout the exchange, Eragon watched Arya for any reaction to ei-ther his
news or the council’s announcement. Neither revelation caused her inscrutable
expression to change. However, Saphira told him,She wishes to talk with us
afterward.

Before Eragon could reply, Falberd turned to Arya. “Will the elves find this
agreeable?”

She stared at Falberd until the man fidgeted under her piercing gaze, then lifted
an eyebrow. “| cannot speak for my queen, but | find nothing objectionable to it.
Nasuada has my blessing.”

How could she find it otherwise, knowing what we’ve told her?thought Eragon
bitterly.We’re all backed into corners.

Arya’s remark obviously pleased the council. Nasuada thanked her and asked
Jormundur, “Is there anything else that must be discussed? For | am weary.”

Jormundur shook his head. “We will make all the arrangements. | promise you
won'’t be troubled until the funeral.”

“Again, thank you. Would you leave me now? | need time to consider how best
to honor my father and serve the Varden. You have given me much to ponder.”
Nasuada splayed her delicate fingers on the dark cloth on her lap.

Umérth looked like he was going to protest at the council being dis-missed, but
Falberd waved a hand, silencing him. “Of course, whatever will give you peace. If
you need help, we are ready and willing to serve.” Gesturing for the rest of them
to follow, he swept past Arya to the door.

“Eragon, will you please stay?”

Startled, Eragon lowered himself back into his chair, ignoring alert looks from the
councilors. Falberd lingered by the door, suddenly reluctant to depart, then slowly
went out. Arya was the last to go. Before she closed the door, she looked at
Eragon, her eyes revealing worry and apprehen-sion that had been concealed
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before.

Nasuada sat partially turned away from Eragon and Saphira. “So we meet again,
Rider. You haven’t greeted me. Have | offended you?”

“No, Nasuada; | was reluctant to speak for fear of being rude or foolish. Current
circumstances are unkind to hasty statements.” Paranoia that they might be
eavesdropped on gripped him. Reaching through the bar-rier in his mind, he
delved into the magic and intoned: “Atra nosu waise vardo fra eld hornya....
There, now we may speak without being over-heard by man, dwarf, or elf.”

Nasuada'’s posture softened. “Thank you, Eragon. You don’t know what a gift
that is.” Her words were stronger and more self-assured than before.

Behind Eragon’s chair, Saphira stirred, then carefully made her way around the
table to stand before Nasuada. She lowered her great head un-til one sapphire
eye met Nasuada'’s black ones. The dragon stared at her for a full minute before
snorting softly and straightening.Tell her, said Saphira,that | grieve for her and
her loss. Also that her strength must be-come the Varden’s when she assumes
Ajihad’s mantle. They will need a sure guide.

Eragon repeated the words, adding, “Ajihad was a great man—his name will
always be remembered.... There is something | must tell you. Before Ajihad died,
he charged me, commanded me, to keep the Varden from falling into chaos.
Those were his last words. Arya heard them as well.

“I was going to keep what he said a secret because of the implications, but you
have a right to know. I'm not sure what Ajihad meant, nor ex-actly what he
wanted, but | am certain of this: | will always defend the Varden with my powers. |
wanted you to understand that, and that I've no desire to usurp the Varden’s
leadership.”

Nasuada laughed brittlely. “But that leadership isn’t to be me, is it?” Her reserve
had vanished, leaving behind only composure and determination. “| know why
you were here before me and what the council is trying to do. Do you think that in
the years | served my father, we never planned for this eventuality? | expected
the council to do exactly what it did. And now everything is in place for me to take
command of the Varden.”

“You have no intention of letting them rule you,” said Eragon with wonder.

“No. Continue to keep Ajihad’s instruction secret. It would be unwise to bandy it
about, as people might take it to mean that he wanted you to succeed him, and
that would undermine my authority and destabilize the Varden. He said what he
thought he had to in order to protect the Varden. | would have done the same.

My father...” She faltered briefly. “My father’s work will not go unfinished, even if it
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takes me to the grave. That is what/ want you, as a Rider, to understand. All of
Ajihad’s plans, all his strategies and goals, they are mine now. | will not fail him
by being weak. The Empirewill be brought down, Galbatorixwill be dethroned,
and the rightful governmentwill be raised.”

By the time she finished, a tear ran down her cheek. Eragon stared, ap-
preciating how difficult her position was and recognizing a depth of char-acter he
had not perceived before. “And what of me, Nasuada? What shall | do in the
Varden?”

She looked directly into his eyes. “You can do whatever you want. The council
members are fools if they think to control you. You are a hero to the Varden and
the dwarves, and even the elves will hail your victory over Durza when they hear
of it. If you go against the council or me, we will be forced to yield, for the people
will support you wholeheartedly. Right now, you are the most powerful person in
the Varden. However, if you accept my leadership, | will continue the path laid
down by Ajihad: you will go with Arya to the elves, be instructed there, then
return to the Varden.”

Why is she so honest with us?wondered Eragon./f she’s right, could we have
refused the council’s demands?

Saphira took a moment to answer.Either way, it’s too late. You have al-ready
agreed to their requests. | think Nasuada is honest because your spell lets her
be, and also because she hopes to win our loyalty from the elders.

An idea suddenly came to Eragon, but before sharing it, he asked,Can we trust
her to hold to what she’s said? This is very important.

Yes,said Saphira.She spoke with her heart.

Then Eragon shared his proposal with Saphira. She consented, so he drew
Zar’roc and walked to Nasuada. He saw a flash of fear as he ap-proached; her
gaze darted toward the door, and she slipped a hand into a fold in her dress and
grasped something. Eragon stopped before her, then knelt, Zar’roc flat in his
hands.

“Nasuada, Saphira and | have been here for only a short while. But in that time
we came to respect Ajihad, and now, in turn, you. You fought under Farthen Dar
when others fled, including the two women of the council, and have treated us
openly instead of with deception. Therefore, | offer you my blade... and my fealty
as a Rider.”

Eragon uttered the pronouncement with a sense of finality, knowing he would
never have mouthed it before the battle. Seeing so many men fall and die around
him had altered his perspective. Resisting the Empire was no longer something
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he did for himself, but for the Varden and all the people still trapped under
Galbatorix’s rule. However long it would take, he had dedicated himself to that
task. For the time being, the best thing he could do was serve.

Still, he and Saphira were taking a terrible risk in pledging themselves to
Nasuada. The council could not object because all Eragon had said was that he
would swear fealty, but not to whom. Even so, he and Saphira had no guarantee
that Nasuada would make a good leader./t’s better to be sworn to an honest fool
than to a lying scholar, decided Eragon.

Surprise flitted across Nasuada’s face. She grasped Zar’roc’s hilt and lifted it—
staring at its crimson blade—then placed the tip on Eragon’s head. “I do accept
your fealty with honor, Rider, as you accept all the re-sponsibilities
accompanying the station. Rise as my vassal and take your sword.”

Eragon did as he was bidden. He said, “Now | can tell you openly as my master,
the council made me agree to swear to the Varden once you were appointed.
This was the only way Saphira and | could circumvent them.”

Nasuada laughed with genuine delight. “Ah, | see you have already learned how
to play our game. Very well, as my newest and only vassal, will you agree to give
your fealty to me again—in public, when the coun-cil expects your vow?”

“Of course.”

“Good, that will take care of the council. Now, until then, leave me. | have much
planning to do, and | must prepare for the funeral.... Remem-ber, Eragon, the
bond we have just created is equally binding; | am as re-sponsible for your
actions as you are required to serve me. Do not dis-honor me.”

“‘Nor you I.”

Nasuada paused, then gazed into his eyes and added in a gentler tone: “You
have my condolences, Eragon. | realize that others beside myself have cause for
sorrow; while | have lost my father, you have also lost a friend. | liked Murtagh a
great deal and it saddens me that he is gone.... Goodbye, Eragon.”

Eragon nodded, a bitter taste in his mouth, and left the room with Saphira. The
hallway outside was empty along its gray length. Eragon put his hands on his
hips, tilted back his head, and exhaled. The day had barely begun, yet he was
already exhausted by all the emotions that had flooded through him.

Saphira nosed him and said, This way. Without further explanation, she headed
down the right side of the tunnel. Her polished claws clicked on the hard floor.

Eragon frowned, but followed her.Where are we going? No answer.Saphira,
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please. She just flicked her tail. Resigned to wait, he said instead, Things have
certainly changed for us. | never know what to expect from one day to the next—
except sorrow and bloodshed.

All is not bad,she reproached.We havewon a great victory. It should be
celebrated, not mourned.

It doesn’t help, having to deal with this other nonsense.

She snorted angrily. A thin line of fire shot from her nostrils, singeing Eragon’s
shoulder. He jumped back with a yelp, biting back a string of curses.Oops, said
Saphira, shaking her head to clear the smoke.

Oops! You nearly roasted my side!

| didn’t expect it to happen. | keep forgetting that fire will come out if I'm not
careful. Imagine that every time you raised your arm, lightning struck the ground.
It would be easy to make a careless motion and destroy some-thing
unintentionally.

You're right.... Sorry | growled at you.

Her bony eyelid clicked as she winked at him.No matter. The point | was trying
to make is that even Nasuada can'’t force you to do anything.

But | gave my word as a Rider!

Maybe so, but if | must break it to keep you safe, or to do the right thing, | will not
hesitate. It is a burden | could easily carry. Because I’'m joined to you, my honor
is inherent in your pledge, but as an individual, I'm not bound by it. If | must, | will
kidnap you. Any disobedience then would be no fault of your own.

It should never come to that. If we have to use such tricks to do what’s right,
then Nasuada and the Varden will have lost all integrity.

Saphira stopped. They stood before the carved archway of Tronjheim’s library.
The vast, silent room seemed empty, though the ranks of back-to-back
bookshelves interspersed with columns could conceal many peo-ple. Lanterns
poured soft light across the scroll-covered walls, illuminat-ing the reading alcoves
along their bases.

Weaving through the shelves, Saphira led him to one alcove, where Arya sat.
Eragon paused as he studied her. She seemed more agitated than he had ever
seen her, though it manifested itself only in the tension of her movements. Unlike
before, she wore her sword with the graceful cross-guard. One hand rested on
the hilt.
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Eragon sat at the opposite side of the marble table. Saphira positioned herself
between them, where neither could escape her gaze.

“‘What have you done?” asked Arya with unexpected hostility.
“‘How so?”

She lifted her chin. “What have you promised the Varden?What have you done?

The last part even reached Eragon mentally. He realized just how close the elf
was to losing control. A bit of fear touched him. “We only did what we had to. I'm
ignorant of elves’ customs, so if our actions upset you, | apologize. There’'s no
cause to be angry.”

“Fool! You know nothing about me. | have spent seven decades repre-senting
my queen here—fifteen years of which | bore Saphira’s egg be-tween the Varden
and the elves. In all that time, | struggled to ensure the Varden had wise, strong
leaders who could resist Galbatorix and respect our wishes. Brom helped me by
forging the agreement concerning the new Rider—you. Ajihad was committed to
your remaining independent so that the balance of power would not be upset.
Now | see you siding with the Council of Elders, willingly or not, to control
Nasuada! You have overturned a lifetime of work! What have you done?”

Dismayed, Eragon dropped all pretenses. With short, clear words, he explained
why he had agreed to the council’s demands and how he and Saphira had
attempted to undermine them.

When he finished, Arya stated, “So.”

“So.”Seventy years. Though he knew elves’ lives were extraordinarily long, he
had never suspected that Arya was that old, and older, for she appeared to be a
woman in her early twenties. The only sign of age on her unlined face was her
emerald eyes—deep, knowing, and most often solemn.

Arya leaned back, studying him. “Your position is not what | would wish, but
better than | had hoped. | was impolite; Saphira... and you... understand more
than | thought. Your compromise will be accepted by the elves, though you must
never forget your debt to us for Saphira. There would be no Riders without our
efforts.”

“The debt is burned into my blood and my palm,” said Eragon. In the si-lence
that followed, he cast about for a new topic, eager to prolong their conversation
and perhaps learn more about her. “You have been gone for such a long time; do
you miss Ellesméra? Or did you live elsewhere?”
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“‘Ellesméra was, and always shall be, my home,” she said, looking be-yond him.
“I have not lived in my family’s house since | left for the Varden, when the walls
and windows were draped with spring’s first flowers. The times I've returned were
only fleeting stays, vanishing flecks of memory by our measurement.”

He noticed, once again, that she smelled like crushed pine needles. It was a
faint, spicy odor that opened his senses and refreshed his mind. “It must be hard
to live among all these dwarves and humans without any of your kind.”

She cocked her head. “You speak of humans as if you weren’t one.”

“‘Perhaps...,” he hesitated, “perhaps | am something else—a mixture of two
races. Saphira lives inside me as much as | live in her. We share feel-ings,
senses, thoughts, even to the point where we are more one mind than two.”
Saphira dipped her head in agreement, nearly bumping the ta-ble with her snout.

“That is how it should be,” said Arya. “A pact more ancient and power-ful than
you can imagine links you. You won'’t truly understand what it means to be a
Rider until your training is completed. But that must wait until after the funeral. In
the meantime, may the stars watch over you.”

With that she departed, slipping into the library’s shadowed depths. Er-agon
blinked./s it me, or is everyone on edge today? Like Arya—one mo-ment she’s
angry, the next she’s giving me a blessing!

No one will be comfortable until things return to normal.

Define normal.

RORAN
Roran trudged up the hill.

He stopped and squinted at the sun through his shaggy hair.Five hours till
sunset. | won’t be able to stay long. With a sigh, he continued along the row of
elm trees, each of which stood in a pool of uncut grass.

This was his first visit to the farm since he, Horst, and six other men from
Carvahall had removed everything worth salvaging from the de-stroyed house
and burned barn. It had been nearly five months before he could consider
returning.

Once on the hilltop, Roran halted and crossed his arms. Before him lay the

remains of his childhood home. A corner of the house still stood— crumbling and
charred—but the rest had been flattened and was already covered with grass

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

and weeds. Nothing could be seen of the barn. The few acres they had managed
to cultivate each year were now filled with dandelions, wild mustard, and more
grass. Here and there, stray beets or turnips had survived, but that was all. Just
beyond the farm, a thick belt of trees obscured the Anora River.

Roran clenched a fist, jaw muscles knotting painfully as he fought back a
combination of rage and grief. He stayed rooted to the spot for many long
minutes, trembling whenever a pleasant memory rushed through him. This place
had been his entire life and more. It had been his past... and his future. His
father, Garrow, once said, “The land is a special thing. Care for it, and it'll care for
you. Not many things will do that.” Roran had intended to do exactly that up until
the moment his world was rup-tured by a quiet message from Baldor.

With a groan, he spun away and stalked back toward the road. The shock of that
moment still resonated within him. Having everyone he loved torn away in an
instant was a soul-changing event from which he would never recover. It had
seeped into every aspect of his behavior and outlook.

It also forced Roran to think more than ever before. It was as if bands had been
cinched around his mind, and those bands had snapped, allow-ing him to ponder
ideas that were previously unimaginable. Such as the fact 