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“Richard Marcus brings refreshing intelligence, creativity and insight to his writing. He never disappoints.”

James Barclay, author of The Chronicles of The Raven and The Legend of The Raven

 



 



“What Will Happen in Eragon IV reads like a conversation among well-informed Paolini fans;  Marcus leaves few questions unaddressed.”


Robert Scott, author of The Eldarn Sequence and 15 Miles
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To my wife Eriana Marcus,  
who has been the light of inspiration in my life  
for the past thirteen years.






Acknowledgments

You don’t complete a project like this without having had considerable help both before you begin and along the way. There’s no way I would have ever even been considered for this project if it hadn’t been for the encouragement and advice I’ve received over the past four years from a variety of people.

First and foremost, I want to thank Ashok Banker for always having time in his own busy schedule for guidance and friendship in equal measure. Robert Scott somehow found time in his insane life to take an interest in my work and at various times over the last four years has offered much needed encouragement and support. I also have to acknowledge the wonderful opportunity that writing for Blogcritics. org has been for improving and refining my writing; I extend my thanks to publisher Eric Olsen, managing editor Lisa  MaKay, and their team of volunteer editors for their support and assistance.

People aren’t just formed overnight, and I’m no exception. During the past forty-eight odd (very odd) years there have been various people who have inspired and cajoled me into finding my way. Hersh Jacob taught me what it means to really be an artist and, even more importantly, that the arts are every bit as much a business as any other profession is. Over the course of two very long and far-ranging phone conversations, Willy DeVille taught me what the word “passion” really means and was responsible for my first paid writing gigs. James Barclay, Bob Brozman, Xavier Rudd, Grayson Capps, Chad Umstrum, R. Scott Bakker, Guy Gavriel Kay, Diane Darby, Elizabeth Pasolini, Charlie Ried, Richie Havens, Francis Jockey, Yasmina Khadra, Arlo Guthrie, and others were all generous enough to spend time with me talking about themselves and their art, opening my mind to the different places that inspiration can come from.

Of course, those who have known me the longest are also the ones to whom I owe the most: my brother, David Chalmers, and my mother, Susan Marcus. Without them, I doubt I would even be here today. My wife, Eriana Marcus, has seen both the best and worst of me, and has never stopped believing in me, for which I’ll always be eternally grateful.

Then there are those people from Ulysses Press who were responsible for nursing me through the process of actually creating this book. It was acquisitions editor Keith Riegert who took a chance on an unknown author, offered me this opportunity, and shepherded me through the first stages of the book’s  completion. Managing editor Claire Chun took over halfway through the writing process and showed great patience and good humor in helping quell my panic and explaining what was required to actually finish the project.

Of course, once an author finishes writing, the job is only half done, and it’s because of the amazing attention to detail Kathy Kaiser and her editorial staff lavished on my manuscript that it ended up as the polished product you’re holding in your hands. Without them, you would have discovered just how many ways there are of spelling Nasuada!

Finally, without the imagination and creativity of one young man there would have been no reason to write this book at all. Plenty of fifteen-year-olds start writing stories, but it takes a special kind of person to not only finish the project but also to have created something as sophisticated and enchanting as the Inheritance cycle. Like many other people, I owe a debt of gratitude to Christopher Paolini for providing me hours of entertainment with his books, and I can only hope that my own modest effort reflects the admiration I have for him and his work.





Bibliography

Christopher Paolini, Eragon. Trade Paperback. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005.

Christopher Paolini, Eldest. Trade Paperback. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005.

Christopher Paolini, Brisingr. Hardcover. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008.





Introduction

It seems only fitting to begin a book of predictions with a prediction, and so I predict that many readers will wonder why anyone would write a book foretelling the plot of someone else’s story. Unfortunately, I can, with almost equal certainty, predict that most will answer their own question with another, or perhaps even two: Who the heck is Richard Marcus? And what makes him such an expert on the subject of Eragon? I hope that I can answer these two questions well enough with this introduction that you’re encouraged to read the rest of the book to find out why What Will Happen in Eragon IV was written.

For close to four years now, I’ve been a book critic for various online and print publications. This means that I’ve spent a lot of time reading other people’s work and evaluating it by analyzing what type of job they have done in creating a story. I  ask myself many questions: Are the characters believable? Has the author done a good job of creating the world that the story takes place in? Why should anybody be interested in reading this story? What has the author done to make it enjoyable to read? In other words, I look for all the details that go into making a story exciting and figure out if the author has done a good job of creating them and putting them all together.

In the case of Christopher Paolini’s Inheritance cycle, where there are multiple books involved, I’ve followed the series from the outset, with an eye for how the author has developed the plot over a sustained period of time. So when, for example, at the end of Eldest, Murtagh appears, flying Thorn to battle with Eragon and Saphira (Eldest pp. 646-653), I look back to earlier in the story to see if the author simply pulled that out of his hat, or if he laid the groundwork in previous parts of the story.

As any reader of the series will know, Paolini scattered plenty of clues throughout both Eragon and Eldest to set up the appearance of Murtagh on the back of Thorn, both of them fighting on the side of Galbatorix. In fact, part of the fun of reading the first three books has been trying to figure out what’s going to happen based on the clues that the author has dropped into the story. It’s the same with any series, from Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings to Rowling’s Harry Potter books. All those unanswered questions that pop up during the course of a series make the story exciting. The more interesting the questions, the more compelling the series.

I mean, would you have read all seven books of the Harry Potter series if all that were at stake was whether Harry would  pass Divination? Or would you have read through to the end of Tolkien’s trilogy just to find out whether Sam married Rosie Cotton? Probably not, in either case. Would you be as hooked on the Inheritance cycle if the only thing at stake were whether Eragon was going to be able to help Roran and his uncle get their crop in this year? That wouldn’t make for a very compelling novel, let alone a four-book series.

What has impressed me the most as I’ve been reading and analyzing all three books in the series is how well Paolini has managed to use these various mysteries and questions to pique our interest in the plot, build tension in the story, and keep the conclusion to the series hidden from view. Like any fan of the books, as the series has continued I’ve had to wonder just how he’s going to manage to bring all the elements together in a satisfying conclusion.

Although I know that there were people who were disappointed with Paolini’s decision to extend the series to a fourth book, I thought that it showed maturity on his part to realize that rushing the series to a conclusion would be a mistake.  Brisingr brought readers to the point where they could eagerly anticipate a book that would not only resolve all the burning questions raised in the first three books but perhaps surpass the first three in excitement and adventure. If the author had tried to squeeze everything into Brisingr, he could not have built the same type of anticipation or excitement or done justice to the process he began with Eragon.

With this book, I hope to offer fellow fans of the series an opportunity to have fun speculating on, and watching me try to figure out the answers to, some of the questions raised  throughout the first three books of the Inheritance cycle. There are all sorts of dangling threads to be picked up and woven into the tapestry that Paolini has created. I’ve gone back through the first three books, hunting for any clues that would enable us to answer the questions that are weighing the heaviest on our minds. Each chapter of this book examines either one of those questions or one of the loose ends, and posits various answers and possible outcomes. In each instance, I’ll let you know which answer or outcome I think is the most plausible and try to justify it through my interpretations of the text.

However, that shouldn’t stop you from coming to your own conclusions. Feel free to slang me in your blog if you think I’m way off base—but only if you can offer a viable alternative solution and back it up with good, solid evidence. There are two ways that I’ll know whether I’ve done a good job writing this book. One will be if I can convince people that my vision of what will happen is accurate, but equally important, as far as I’m concerned, is if people are encouraged to speculate about what they think will happen as well. I’ll be pleased as punch if what I predict in this book is what ends up happening in Book Four, but I’ll be almost as happy to be dead wrong and know that I’ve played some part in motivating people to delve deeper into the series. Half the fun in reading the books has been watching how Paolini has drawn everything together, and I think that it will only increase our fun as readers if we try to anticipate how he will continue that process.

I don’t have any special insights into Paolini’s process. And I’m not offering him suggestions on how he should finish his book. Think of this book as a love letter from one fan of the  series to another, and as a way for all of us to stay involved with the story that has come to mean so much to us over the course of three books and the years it’s taken the author to write them. (I’m not mentioning the movie because that’s a whole other ball of wax—and not one that I’m interested in peeling open right here and now.)

The object of this book is for us to be able to keep a connection with the world that we’ve come to enjoy so much, honor the writing of an author whose work we admire, and have a good time doing it. If this book provokes discussion and interest in Paolini’s books, all the better. Nothing would make me happier than if you have happened to pick up this book without knowing anything about the Inheritance cycle, and it inspires you to read the books. As all of us who’ve had the pleasure of reading them can tell you, once you enter the world of the Dragon Riders of Alagaësia, you won’t ever want to leave.





Chapter 1

Where We Come In

Although it’s probably safe to assume that most readers of this book have at least a passing familiarity with the story line of Christopher Paolini’s Inheritance cycle, I still think that it’s important to recap the story thus far. One of the most intriguing plot twists involving the series had nothing to do with the story line itself though, but the fact that it was expanded from a trilogy to include a fourth book. It was back in October 2007, when Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of Random House, the series’ publisher, was announcing Brisingr’s release date that they also dropped that bombshell.

As most of us who have read the series to date are sure to agree, Paolini’s reason for the additional book (“[T]he remainder of the story was far too big to fit in one volume... In order to be true to my characters and to address all of the plot points and unanswered questions Eragon and Eldest raised, I needed  to split the end of the series into two books”), as quoted in the press release, was completely valid. In spite of any initial disappointment you might have felt upon hearing the news, after reading Brisingr you really couldn’t find any fault in his thinking.

Think back to the end of Book Two, Eldest, for a second. Now, how believable would it have been for the character of Eragon, as we saw him then, to be able to grow and learn all that he needed to know to defeat Galbatorix in only one book? Not only would it have gone against everything that the author had worked to establish with the character of Eragon, it would have flown in the face of the lesson that Eragon’s teachers had tried to instill in him up to that point: that the development of his character was as important as the development of the power needed to destroy Galbatorix (Eldest pp. 273-274).

How many times did Oromis draw back from teaching Eragon something, even though it might provide Eragon with the strength, or the means, for Saphira and him to win their battle, because its utilization would have turned him into a Galbatorix clone? The way that Eragon wins his battle is just as important as the victory itself. Sometimes it’s hard for us readers to remember, but Eragon is still only a year or two removed from being the fifteen-year-old farm boy who found a mysterious blue stone in the woods of The Spine (Eragon p. 7). Sure, he means well and only wants to see people’s suffering end, but he needs to learn the responsibilities that come with power. Look at what happened when he blessed Elva (Eragon pp. 428-429). If he made a mistake like that in defeating Galbatorix, he could doom all of Alagaësia!

I’m jumping around here in my recapping, but it’s vital to understand the moral code that Eragon’s teachers have instilled in him. Allowing Eragon to take another book to develop as a human being, to learn more about life, is as key an ingredient of the story as any of the plot devices that Paolini brings into play in Brisingr. We have to believe that Eragon is capable of defeating Galbatorix, and a big part of that is him attaining a level of emotional and mental maturity that is equal to the physical maturity that he was gifted with during the Agaeti Blödhren under the boughs of the Menoa tree by the Caretakers, Iduna and Nëya, and the magical dragon that their song and dance invoked (Eldest p. 469).

As far as Eragon knows, when the story begins in Eragon,  Book One of the series, he is nothing more than a simple farm boy. Abandoned by his mother and his father unknown, Eragon is living with his uncle and cousin in the small village of Carvahall in the kingdom of Alagaësia. Big changes ensue when, out hunting one day, Eragon discovers a mysterious blue stone that turns out to be the egg that hatches Saphira—the dragon that he is destined to ride. The Dragon Riders had once ruled the land until one of their own betrayed them. Galbatorix gathered a core group of followers to him, the Forsworn, and proceeded to kill other Riders (and their dragons) until he believed there were no surviving Dragon Riders who were capable of challenging him.

Although he has managed to conquer the country, there still exist those who resist him. However, the Varden, the human resistance group, and the elves know that their only hope to defeat Galbatorix lies in a new Dragon Rider coming  into existence. Although Galbatorix has killed all the dragons, three eggs remain, awaiting their match—for a dragon egg will hatch only for his or her chosen Rider, even if the dragon egg has to wait a thousand years for that person to come along.

In Eragon, our hero begins his quest to become the Dragon Rider who will end the reign of Galbatorix. His initial training is handled by Brom, the man whom Eragon had always known as the village storyteller, but who turns out to be much more. Through Brom, Eragon not only learns the true history of Alagaësia, but he also learns about the Varden, the elves, and the history of resistance against Galbatorix. But Brom is a man of many secrets, one of which is that he was once a Dragon Rider himself and the other—as we find out in Book Three, Brisingr (p. 604)—that he is Eragon’s father.

It’s also in Book One that we first meet Arya, daughter of the queen of the elves. Arya is responsible for Eragon finding the dragon egg that hatches Saphira. After rescuing Arya from the clutches of an evil Shade, Durza, in the employ of Galbatorix (Eragon pp. 300-309), Eragon falls hopelessly in love with her. However, it is a love that is seemingly doomed not to be reciprocated and a source of frustration and hurt for Eragon, as there is little hope for a union between an elf and a human.

If Eragon’s relationship with Arya is confused, that’s nothing compared with the perplexing relationship he has with the person he discovers to be his half-brother, Murtagh. For although the two young men share the same mother, their fathers couldn’t have been more different. Murtagh’s father, Morzan, was one of the Riders who allied with Galbatorix  and was responsible for killing Brom’s dragon; Brom, in turn, hunted Morzan down and killed him in vengeance (Eldest pp. 280-281). Murtagh had grown up in Galbatorix’s court, and the king had hoped that Murtagh would become a Dragon Rider who would serve him, as Murtagh’s father had. Although Murtagh managed to escape the king’s clutches when he was young and proves to be a loyal ally and faithful companion to Eragon, helping him reach the Varden safely, he is captured again at the beginning of the second book, Eldest. Ensnared by Galbatorix through the king’s knowledge of his true name, he becomes the king’s slave and is revealed at the end of Eldest as a Dragon Rider in his service (Eldest pp. 646-653).

When Eragon and Murtagh meet in battle at the end of  Eldest, we discover that Galbatorix doesn’t want Eragon killed, as he has sent Murtagh to take him and Saphira alive  (Eldest pp. 651-652). If he can control all the Dragon Riders, the king will have no problem defeating the Varden and ruling Alagaësia indefinitely. Although Eragon is able to convince Murtagh to let him go at the end of Eldest, their fight makes him realize how woefully unprepared he is to battle a mature Dragon Rider in spite of the transformation he has undergone. This realization is reinforced at the beginning of  Brisingr, when, even aided by twelve elvish spellcasters, he is barely able to fight Murtagh and his dragon, Thorn, to a draw  (Brisingr pp. 317-329).

However, before he can return to Oromis for further training, Eragon must carry out a mission for the Varden and serve as their representative at the selection of the new king of the dwarves (Brisingr p. 361). The dwarves have been one  of the Varden’s staunchest allies, but when their king is killed by Murtagh in the battle at the end of Eragon, the alliance is jeopardized. There are quite a few dwarf clans who oppose having any dealings with the outer world, and don’t believe that they should have anything to do with the battle to overthrow Galbatorix. If the Varden were to lose the support of the dwarves, not only would they lose a valuable source of materials, but their armies would also be reduced by nearly half.

Although it all turns out well in the end—Orik, a friend of the Varden, and Eragon’s adopted clan brother, is elected king  (Brisingr p. 543)—the ending is not without strife, as the clan of dwarves most opposed to dealing with the outside world, the Az Sweldn rak Anhûin, attempts to have Eragon assassinated  (Brisingr pp. 449-454). Their plot is thwarted and the head of the clan is cast out, but the clan is still a potential threat that can’t be ignored.

Once Eragon is finished with his mission, he is able to squeeze in a short visit to Oromis for more training. The Varden are about to go on the offensive and desperately need their Dragon Rider, but they also realize that he has to be able to defeat Murtagh and Thorn, not to mention Galbatorix, if they are to have any hope of winning the war in the long run. It’s during this training that Eragon learns not only about Brom being his father, but of the existence of a dragon’s heart of hearts, Eldunari, in which a dragon’s spirit and power can live on after the dragon dies. Just before Eragon and Saphira leave to rejoin the Varden, Glaedr, who is Oromis’s dragon, bequeaths them his heart of hearts.

It’s during Eldest that Eragon’s cousin Roran takes on a larger role in the story, as Galbatorix sends troops and the Ra‘zac after him in an attempt to get at Eragon. Although Roran is able to rally the villagers to fight against the soldiers, his fiancée’s father, Sloan, betrays them, with the result that Katrina is taken prisoner by the Ra’zac. Vowing to free her and to make Eragon help him, for he holds him responsible for the mess they are in, Roran convinces the people of Carvahall to follow him across the country to find the Varden and join the fight against Galbatorix. The villagers show up in the nick of time at the end of Eldest to help the Varden defeat Galbatorix’s army. Then, at the beginning of Brisingr, Roran and Eragon are able to rescue Katrina and finally exact vengeance on the Ra’zac by killing both them and their parents.

By the end of Brisingr, Roran has risen to become a captain in the Varden. Proving that his ability to lead is not limited to those of his own village or even his own race, he’s able to win the respect of the Varden’s uneasy ally the Urgals, a fierce race that waged war against humans in the past, but is now an ally with them in the war against Galbatorix. Brisingr ends on a sad note, though, as after years of remaining in hiding, Oromis and Glaedr join the elves when they march to war, and although they are able to hold their own against Murtagh and Thorn when they show up on the battlefield, Galbatorix intervenes and gives Murtagh the opportunity to kill them both (Brisingr pp. 734-735).

So we end Brisingr with the realization that although the Varden are able to have some success on the battlefield, unless Eragon can figure out a way to defeat Galbatorix in a direct  confrontation, they are doomed to defeat in the end. However, the death of Oromis has deprived the Varden of not only an esteemed ally but also a valuable source of information on how to defeat Galbatorix. Still, there is reason to hope, as Eragon retains possession of Glaedr’s Eldunarí and has access to Glaedr’s memories and knowledge to help him in the struggle ahead. Furthermore, he has been given a few ideas and clues as to how he might be able to overcome Galbatorix in a direct battle.

Although Eragon’s confrontation with Galbatorix and the defeat of the Empire are the focal points of the series, there are also other matters in the story needing to be resolved as well. It’s these threads, which Paolini has woven so masterfully, that make the series more than just the story of a fight between two people. Besides Eragon, there are other characters whom we have grown to care for, and their fates are all still up in the air. There’s also the matter of who will rule Alagaësia when the Empire is defeated, who the final dragon egg will hatch for, and a myriad of other issues that need to be resolved. Although some of them might appear trivial when compared with the fate of a country, it’s those details that make both the story and its characters so compelling. Anyone who has any concerns about Book Four being anticlimactic has only to think about all that is left to be resolved to know that there is no cause for alarm. Still unconvinced? Perhaps the remaining chapters of this book will persuade you otherwise.





Chapter 2

Book Four: When and What Name?

At the time of this writing, Brisingr, Book Three of the Inheritance cycle, has been released for only four months. Neither the author nor the publisher has said much about the fourth book, just that it is to be written and that Christopher Paolini has promised to write it as quickly as he can. Of course, the Web is rife with speculation about what will happen in the concluding chapter, but the only official announcements from the author or his publisher have come in the form of the press release announcing the fact that there would be a fourth book and the author’s brief mention of the fourth book in the acknowledgments in Brisingr.


Although this book is obviously dedicated to trying to predict the plot of Book Four, what about the book itself? When will it be released? And what will it be called? I’m not a mind  reader, so I have no way of knowing what’s going on in the author’s head as he’s trying to pull together all the various strands he’s left dangling or what kind of writing schedule he’s set for himself. As for the title of the fourth and final book of the series, it eludes me also.

Even if I were privy to that sort of information—in fact, even if Christopher Paolini himself were to phone me once a week to let me know how he was progressing and when he expected to be finished—that still wouldn’t give us the definitive answer as to when the powers that be at Alfred A. Knopf would release the book into our eager hands. Having been reviewing books for a few years now, I’ve learned a little of how the industry works. The publishing year runs from September to September, and books are usually released at one of three times during the year: the fall (September to December), winter/ spring (January to April), and summer (May to August).

Looking back at the publication history of the Inheritance cycle for clues as to when the fourth book might be published is a little problematic. As many know, Paolini self-published  Eragon in 2002, prior to it being published by Knopf in August 2003—the end of the summer season. Eldest was published two years later on August 25, again at the end of the summer publishing season.

August is an odd time to publish a book for young adults, especially Eldest, because the series had already started to prove itself popular. August is the month just before the intended readers return to school, and it is too far in advance of Christmas for people to consider buying it as a present.

However, the folks at Knopf seemed to have learned their lesson with Brisingr: its publishing date was the end of September in 2008. (Of course, by then they probably could have published it anytime they wanted and not worried about sales, considering how popular the series had become.)

However, the key fact here is that instead of two years between titles, as with the first books, there was a three-year gap between Eldest and Brisingr. Now, before anyone starts to panic, thinking that we’re going to have to wait until 2011 for the last book to be published, consider the circumstances that went into writing Brisingr. Remember that it was only during its writing that Paolini realized that he would have to extend the series to a fourth book, which meant that he probably had to do substantial revisions to the structure of the story.

Revisions might add an extra year onto the process, especially considering that the book would still have to go through the usual editing and proofreading before publication. Having interviewed quite a few authors, I’ve learned that it can take upwards of a year from the time an author hands in a completed manuscript until it is actually published. Remember that Knopf issued a press release on October 30, 2007, almost a year before Brisingr’s publication, announcing that the series would now be four books and that they expected to release  Brisingr on September 28, 2008. That announcement was followed by a second press release, this one on January 16, 2008, changing the release date to September 20, 2008, and letting us know the title.

What that means is that they most likely had their hands on the completed manuscript—at least a final draft—before the  first press release went out in October. This supposition is substantiated by looking back to the October 2007 press release from Alfred A. Knopf announcing that there would be a fourth book. In this press release, the author spoke about Book Three in the past tense.

The good news that we can take away from that same press release is that I seriously doubt that it will take until 2011 for us to see Book Four. In fact, this book might take the author less time than the first three. He must have already planned quite a bit of its plot when he was preparing to write Brisingr,  and, as any author will tell you, knowing what you want to write is half the battle. For instance, when I sat down to write this chapter, I had already spent some time thinking about it and laying out a plan of attack in my head. So when I sat down to write, all I had to do was write, not wonder what the heck I was going to say.

Therefore, although there’s virtually no hope of Book Four appearing in fall 2009, we could see it as early as June 2010. For the reasons I’ve already stated, it’s not feasible to expect the publisher to get Book Four into print only a year after they’ve released Brisingr. There’s just too much work that would have to be done, even if Paolini had the manuscript of Book Four completed by the time that Brisingr was published. Even June 2010 would be cutting it close, but I think that they could make it if everything goes smoothly.

First of all, they are guaranteed a readership, so they don’t have to worry overly much about advance publicity. People were waiting for it to be published even before Brisingr was released! Also, June is a great time to release a book for the  young adult audience—it will be the beginning of summer vacation for most of the North American and British markets—which means that countless kids will be able to devote their energies to nothing but reading the book. Knopf can announce its release date on the first anniversary of Brisingrʹs  publication, giving them nearly eight months to build up to the release of Book Four.

Now, obviously I could be way off base with this, and they might elect to keep it at two years between release dates, as they did with the first two books. But I think they could score quite a few extra points with readers if they were able to swing the early release date. It would sure take a little of the sting out of having to wait for a fourth book, and make all of us fans happy. So I’m going to go out on a limb and say that June or July 2010 will see the release of Book Four of the Inheritance cycle. I could ask Angela to roll the dragon bones for me, but we all know what a risky business that can be, and I’m not that interested in finding out about my future, thank you very much.
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