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Chapter 1

It all depends on me, Helen silently tells herself. I can’t step 
in the pits, or we’ll all perish.

The eleven-year-old girl tiptoes around the pockmarks in the 
linoleum floor, her dirty canvas sneakers staging a slow, awkward 
ballet. Soon, the adventure’s going to start, she tells herself  with 
delight. I’ll help save their world and I’ll be a hero and —

“Watch it!” a man’s voice snaps.
A grocery cart whizzes past her. “Stupid kids,” grumbles the 

man pushing the cart. “Should be with their damn parents.” He’s 
large — bigger than her father — with torn overalls and a 
stained trucker’s cap.

“Sorry,” Helen mumbles, embarrassed. She pushes a lock of  
frizzy brown hair out of  her face and glances around, wondering 
how many people saw her. But other than the angry man, the 
aisle is empty. It’s time.

She abandons the game with the floor and walks toward the 
sporting goods section. Fishing poles line the top of  one aisle, 
pointing to the ceiling like raised sabers. Tiny rubbery fish watch 
her with blank, painted-on eyes. She used to think they were toys. 
But they’re not. They’re lures. They lead fish to their deaths.

She quickly looks away from them.
The customer service station at the end of  the aisle is empty. 

Ballpoint pen graffiti covers the yellowing countertop. Helen 
stands on her toes, searching for a sign or instructions of  some 
sort. Is there a bell? Does she need to take a number or —

A loud thump startles her. She gasps, then slaps her chubby 
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hands over her mouth in a belated attempt to muffle the sound.
At the end of  the counter, a short, elderly man shuffles 

through a stack of  papers. His few tufts of  white hair are slicked 
down, with shiny comb tracks still visible. Like all the other 
employees, he wears a crisp crimson smock. It’s the only new-
looking part of  his outfit.

“Welcome to Lo-Mart. How can I help you?” he asks the 
papers monotonously.

“Roseyne sent me,” Helen says. Her tongue feels heavy as 
she talks. She hears a babyish lisp in her voice.

“Oh, really,” the elderly man says. He looks at her with pale 
blue eyes. They’re almost devoid of  color. “Roseyne. She sent 
you.”

“Yes,” Helen says with forced confidence, trying not to lisp. 
Realizing she’s gripping the edge of  the counter, she lets go and 
tucks her hands into her shorts pockets. “I’m Helen. She wants 
me to begin training.”

“Interesting. She does not refer a lot of  girls, you know. 
Especially for the warrior program.”

“Yeah, I know.”
“How old are you?”
“I’m eleven.”
“Are you athletic? Do you play sports?”
The girl shakes her head, shamefully aware of  how plump 

she is compared to the other girls in her class. “But I read all the 
time,” she offers. “My dad gave me the Glorious Dragonfighter 
books when I turned ten. I’ve lost count of  how many times I’ve 
read ’em.”

“That is no longer sufficient. There have been changes to the 
program.” He studies her with those strange blue eyes. “You 
seem frightened.”

“Well, I just…I mean…I…”
“This training will be a lot of  work. It will require bravery 

and discipline. You must be absolutely certain that you wish to 
embark upon this journey.”

Helen opens her mouth to insist that she’s sure, that she can 
be brave and disciplined, that Roseyne believes in her. But before 
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she can reply, the man turns back to the stack of  papers. “I 
believe you have made your decision,” he says. “Go back to your 
family, child. Tomorrow you shall not remember anything about 
warriors, or Roseyne.”

“No!” she says loudly.
The elderly man looks up, his eyebrows raised.
“I want to do this,” she adds in a quieter voice. A stronger 

voice. No lisping. “I know I can. Just give me a chance.”
Wordlessly, the elderly man shuffles away from the counter. 

He motions to Helen, leading her past the fishing supplies aisle 
— into an aisle that wasn’t there before. Instead of  shelves, 
elaborate swords hang from the walls. The glimmering weapons 
look more like works of  art than swords. Some are covered in 
gold. Others are etched with intricate carvings. Helen runs a 
finger over what could be real rubies and sapphires embedded in 
a metal hilt. The jewels gleam under the store’s fluorescent lights.

“They’re so beautiful,” she whispers. “And they’re really 
here. How did you…”

“I conjure this aisle at will, and only for those sent by 
Roseyne. You can imagine the stir it would cause, were it visible 
to the customers seeking fishing lures. As long as you remain in 
this aisle, no one else can see you.”

“Cool.” Helen examines one sword. Four miniature dragons, 
their jaws open and their wings raised, sit atop the base of  the 
hilt. She raises the sword, holding it out with one arm. The 
weight hurts her arm after only a few seconds.

“You must choose your weapon,” the man says. He stands up 
straighter, looking far too dignified for his crimson smock and 
baggy polyester pants, like a statue of  a long-ago general covered 
with birds and their droppings. “But choose wisely. As you know 
from the Glorious Dragonfighter books, each sword has its merits 
and drawbacks. All will prove acceptable in battle, but one in 
particular has an ideal balance of  traits. Choose that one, and 
your success is nearly assured.”

Her gaze drifts across the walls. She bites her lip. “Oh, I 
really want the one with the jewels,” she says, reaching for it. She 
hesitates and turns toward the elderly man, but his face remains 
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blank. No hints there.
She thinks back to the books. Slowly, she withdraws her hand 

from the sword. “I shouldn’t get this one. The jewels embedded 
in the metal means it won’t be quite as strong as the others. It’s 
lost some of  its structural integrity. That’s what the king’s 
blacksmith always said.”

He nods. He knows.
Helen keeps talking, placing her hand on another sword. 

“And this one, with the carved dragons — it would be easy for 
my hand to slip and get cut on them. That happened to a 
warrior in the fourth book.”

Another nod.
Disappointed, the girl surveys the twinkling array of  

weapons. None of  the beautiful ones are the ideal selection. That 
sword is at the end of  the aisle, near the bottom. It is plain — no 
carvings, no jewels. Just a simple metal sword. The blade is thick 
and solid, free of  the elaborate grooves some of  the other 
weapons bear. The grip is wrapped with a piece of  leather.

“This one,” she sighs. “It’s not as nice-looking as the other 
swords, but their decorations will just get in the way. I need 
something simple — something strong enough to pierce dragon 
scales.”

To her surprise, the elderly man gives a slow nod. 
“Excellent,” he says. “You are a quick learner. Roseyne made a 
wise choice after all.”

Helen smiles, revealing a mouthful of  crooked teeth.
“Now that you have selected your weapon, your training will 

begin. Roseyne shall bring you over to the world of  Erwingdon 
while you slumber in this world, as you have already done many 
times. Only this time, you will not be merely gallivanting about 
on playful adventures. You will begin your warrior training in 
earnest, preparing to protect our people and our lands from 
dragons.”

“How long will it take before I can fight a real dragon?” she 
asks. “I mean, like, how long here? I know time doesn’t move the 
same in both worlds. Sometimes I’m in Erwingdon for days 
before I wake up here from one night’s sleep.”
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“This is not a training that can be accomplished in one visit. 
Not by any means. Years of  this world will pass before you battle 
your first dragon, to ensure you are equipped to meet the 
challenge. We would never send a warrior into battle who was 
not ready.”

“Okay. Good.”
“Any additional questions?”
“Um…” She doesn’t want to voice the fear that’s been 

looming in the back of  her head, but she has to know. “If  
something bad happens in Erwingdon, I don’t die for real, do I? 
Roseyne said I wouldn’t, but I just want to, you know, make 
sure.”

“If  you are killed in our world, it will not affect your life here 
at all. You shall simply wake up. Alas, you will not be able to 
return to Erwingdon, nor will you recall anything about your 
adventures. That would be far too risky for you, as well as for our 
people.”

Well, Helen thinks, it would only be risky to Erwingdon if  
anyone here believed her. She’d told her older sister about the 
first dream, when Roseyne whisked her away to the magical land 
and lovingly dubbed her Helen of  Hollingsworth. Lydia, in turn, 
had told everyone. For months, the kids at school had called her 
Helen of  Hoggingsworth.

“You must return to your family before they question your 
absence,” the elderly man says. “But I shall see you soon, I assure 
you. Just be prepared for the challenges ahead.”

“I will. And thank you.” She flashes him another crooked 
smile, then dashes through the fishing supplies aisle, past the 
vacant stares of  the lures and the fishing poles standing at 
attention.

“Godspeed, Helen of  Hollingsworth,” the elderly man says 
softly as she runs out of  sight.

Helen finds her mother and sister in the electronics 
department, staring at a row of  flat-screen televisions. “Mija, we 
can’t get anything until we know for sure what’s gonna happen,” 
Maria’s sing-song voice says.

“But you know what’s going to happen.” Lydia punctuates 
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the sentence with a loud snap of  gum. “The outlet mall’s going 
to open, Dad’s going to move up at the construction company, 
and his boss’ll help you get a job at the mall. We’ll have the 
money for it.”

“But nothing’s for sure yet. We have to wait. The credit cards 
are almost maxed out.”

“We’ve waited forever, Mom! Don’t you want to finally have 
something nice? A TV where you don’t have to hold onto the 
damn rabbit ears to make it work?”

“Language!” Maria gently slaps her oldest daughter’s arm.
Lydia turns around. Her hazel eyes bore into Helen’s dark 

brown ones. Helen looks away. There’s no time to hide.
“Well, if  it isn’t Helen of  Hoggingsworth,” Lydia says. 

“Where’ve you been?”
“Looking at books.” Helen focuses on the linoleum, away 

from the gaze of  her fifteen-year-old sister. Popular and athletic, 
Lydia had inherited their mother’s smooth black hair, their 
father’s thin figure, and golden skin that made her look like she’d 
just returned from the beach. Helen, meanwhile, bore their 
father’s frizzy brown hair, their mother’s heavy figure, and light 
olive skin that none of  the other kids at school had. She couldn’t 
look at Lydia without feeling like the cold leftovers of  someone 
else’s dinner. Even their names weren’t fair. Helen envied the 
graceful lilt her sister's name took on in both Spanish and 
English, like a flamenco dancer swirling a shawl around. But 
while Helena trailed gracefully from her mother's mouth, it was 
just limp, dumpy Helen in English. Just like Helen herself.

“Were you reading more of  those weirdo dragon-fighting 
books, O Porky Knight?” Lydia laughs, then gasps. “Oh my 
God! There’s a dragon in the ceiling! He’s coming at us! Run!”

Helen looks up to where her sister is pointing — directly into 
one of  the fluorescent lights. She winces and rubs her eyes as 
Lydia cackles.

“Aye, Lydia! You’re so mean to your poor sister,” Maria 
chides.

Not like you ever do anything about it, Helen thinks, glaring 
at her mother. But the glare gets returned.
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“And you,” Maria says accusingly. “I told you not to read 
those books. What’s that woman’s name in it, the one you told 
Lydia about? Rosy the Sorceress?”

“Roseyne,” Helen says, wanting to sink away into the 
linoleum’s cracks.

“That’s it. Roseyne.” She spits the word out, as if  it tastes 
foul. “You know I don’t like you reading that stuff.”

“But Dad gave the books to me!”
“He doesn’t understand, mija. They’re for boys, not girls. If  

you keep reading them, everyone’s gonna think you’re weird.” 
“I don’t care what people think!”
Lydia rolls her eyes and cracks her gum again.
“You say that now, but trust me, it matters,” the girls’ mother 

says. “Especially in a town like this. You know everyone talks! 
What are the teachers gonna say? Who’s gonna hire you after 
you graduate?”

“Well, maybe I won’t get a job here,” Helen pouts. “Maybe 
I’ll move out of  Hollingsworth and I won’t come back.”

Maria sighs and starts pushing the cart. “Right. Because 
that’s so easy.”

As the cart’s contents slide down the checkout conveyer belt, 
Helen glances around. She wants to see the elderly man one last 
time. She wants to know for sure that their meeting really 
happened. But in the sea of  shoppers, carts, and screeching kids, 
she can’t see him.

The family’s old pick-up truck wheezes as it turns out of  the 
giant parking lot and onto the highway. Wedged between her 
mother and her sister, Helen looks straight ahead, watching the 
familiar landmarks as they approach, then slide past.

She looks at the abandoned Alamos Oil refinery, a monstrous 
castle of  soot-covered pipes and smokestacks looming behind a 
high, rusting fence.

She looks at the high school’s football stadium, a massive 
concrete monument to the little town’s former prosperity.

She looks at the dilapidated strip mall, empty except for the 
local office of  Phast Phoenix Construction, the company where 
her father works. He gets sent on projects across the state for 
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weeks at a time, but it’s the only steady job he’s found since the 
refinery closed.

And she looks at the white billboards with screaming red 
letters, announcing the outlet mall’s rescheduled grand opening. 
Great brands. Amazing prices. The surge of  jobs and dollars that 
will save Hollingsworth. Coming soon, from Phast Phoenix 
Construction.

As she always does, Helen secretly hopes the truck will keep 
going down the highway, on toward a great big adventure in 
Houston, or Dallas, or even somewhere beyond Texas. But it 
doesn’t. Instead, the truck takes the next exit, passing boarded-up 
houses and liquor stores before turning into a neighborhood 
filled with tall weeds and cars propped up on bricks. A rotten 
egg-like smell permeates the air.

But everything’s going to get better now, Helen silently tells 
herself  as they pull into the dirt driveway. Soon I’ll be training 
with Roseyne to fight the dragons and protect Erwingdon. 
Maybe she’ll come get me tonight!

But Roseyne doesn’t come that night.
Or the night after that.
Or that week, or month.
Soon, it’s been a year without Roseyne. Then four. It’s 

amazing how quickly they pass.



About the Author

Sarah Rodriguez Pratt grew up in McAllen, Texas. She 
holds a Bachelor’s degree in English from Harvard University, 
and a Master’s degree in Information Science with a 
specialization in Preservation Administration from the University 
of  Texas at Austin. Currently, she divides her time between 
writing fiction and running Quail School Media, her copywriting 
and editing company. She lives in Austin, Texas, with her 
husband and their two rescued dogs.


	Four Years Ago
	Chapter 1

	Autumn
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17

	Winter
	Chapter 18
	Chapter 19
	Chapter 20
	Chapter 21
	Chapter 22

	Spring
	Chapter 23
	Chapter 24
	Chapter 25
	Chapter 26
	Chapter 27
	Chapter 28

	Acknowledgements
	About the Author

