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      “What do you mean it isn’t working? Just try it again!” the woman yelled, slamming her over-sized purse down on the counter.

      Alix grit his teeth behind his forced smile. He felt the coupon crumple as his fist tightened around it. “I’m very sorry, ma’am, but as I’ve said, this coupon is two years past its expiration date. The computer won’t read it, and there’s no way for me to override it.” He had explained this for the fifth time. The strain of being polite was starting to get to him.

      The woman’s face turned red and she pressed her lips together in a flat line. “Fine!” she burst even louder than before. “If you won’t do it, then get me your manager!”

      Finally, Alix thought to himself, the magic words. Alix nodded curtly, and turned his back to the customer. He muttered into his radio for a manager to come to his register, praying they heard him over the woman complaining to any who would listen, and even those that wouldn’t, about the incompetence of today’s youth. Alix took a moment to breathe and roll his eyes while the woman was distracted.

      From the service center nearby, Alix could see the manager, forty-year-old Jim, glare at him before strutting over. He flashed a sickly smile at the irate customer. Alix just knew he would get chewed out for this.

      “What seems to be the problem here?” he drawled, deliberately slowing his speech to give the woman time to settle. It didn’t work.

      Alix raised the coupon, ready to explain, but the woman cut him off, “This disrespectful little boy is overcharging me! He wants to pocket the money, I just know it. He’s ripping me off and stealing from your company!”

      Jim nodded while the woman dissolved into a rant about the younger generation. Then he turned to Alix and raised an eyebrow. He didn’t have to speak, but Alix could practically hear his thoughts. What do you have to say for yourself?

      Alix took a deep breath, checked that his fake smile was still plastered to his face, and explained for the sixth time, “Her coupon is out of date, and I was trying to explain to her why it won’t work.”

      The woman threw a finger in Alix’s direction. “See? He admits it! He’s refusing to give me the sale I deserve!”

      Jim snatched the coupon from Alix and turned his grin back to the woman. “You’re absolutely right, ma’am. I’m so sorry for the inconvenience you’ve experienced. Let’s see, this coupon was for fifty cents off your pack of cookies. How about I just go ahead and give them to you for free, for the inconvenience?”

      The woman folded her arms across her chest. She humphed under her breath and nodded righteously. Jim continued to apologize for everything under the sun. He was nearly kissing her feet begging her to come back. On the screen, a line struck through the original price of the cookies – less than three dollars – and replaced it with straight zeroes.

      “All set for you, ma’am. Alix, finish ringing her up,” Jim quipped, his power trip showing in his voice.

      Alix couldn’t hold his smile any longer and his jaw fell slack. He clicked his tongue, a switch flipping in his brain. Hooking his thumbs into the straps on his bright blue plastic vest, Alix spoke up. “You know what, Jim? You look like you’ve got it covered pretty well. I quit.”

      The vest slid from his shoulders. The radio, still clipped to the vest, clattered on the floor. It was quickly buried by the vest crumpling atop it. Alix marched with his head held high past the crowd that had gathered at the end of the store. A genuine smile crept on Alix’s face at the sound of Jim yelling for him to come back, proud that he had been the one to break Jim out of his snobby politeness.

      He was grateful that their employee room was at the front of the store. He pushed the door open, and it swung back into the wall with a thud. The employee on their break jumped at the sound, but Alix ignored them as he went to his locker. He entered the code into his lock swiftly and pulled his jacket from inside. He was glad he had worn his favorite light blue polo shirt, though it hadn’t done much for him so far. He ran his hands through his messy blond hair, letting out a strained sigh.

      “What’s going on?” the employee spoke up. She was a new girl that was still very timid. Alix thought this was her first job, and he felt sorry for her that her first work experience was going to break her down. He never would wish customer service on anyone, let alone a teenager. She watched him with wide eyes, holding her phone to her chest. She had wired earbuds, one still stuck in her ear, the other dangling free.

      “Nothing. I just got fed up with a customer and quit. It’s not that big of a deal,” he reassured her.

      “Oh,” she said, and dropped her gaze. She chewed nervously on a finger. She popped the other earbud back in, and tapped on her phone. It looked like she had the newest model. Alix suddenly lost his concern for her. He doubted she actually needed this job, and had just been forced to work part-time by her rich parents.

      With renewed disgust at the toxic work environment, Alix slammed the locker closed. He shoved his arms into his jacket, storming out of the employee room, not caring to retrieve his lock.

      By the time he had returned from the employee room, the store was completely back to normal. Jim was gone, supposedly taking Alix’s vest and radio with him. The old woman was gone, no doubt feeling like she had won the lottery after saving two bucks. No one even looked at Alix as he left the store just like any other customer. Each step felt heavier than the last as made his way out of the parking lot and down the street to the bus stop.

      Worry had crawled into Alix’s head during the hour he had to wait for the next bus. The bus driver was the same one that had dropped him off only two hours before. The driver eyed him suspiciously, but didn’t say anything. Alix slunk into a seat in the back, knowing his stop wouldn’t come for close to another hour. The worry turned into panic gnawing away at his stomach. He knew there wasn’t a lack of unskilled jobs around him, but the thought of having to adjust to a new job and coworkers filled him with dread. In the months that he had been at his previous job, he had barely managed to say a few words to any of his coworkers. What was he supposed to do now?

      Alix was thankful the bus stop where he departed wasn’t far from home. His anxiety was making his feet heavy and his chest tight. He just wanted to bury himself in his bed and sleep until he forgot how worthless he was.

      Approaching the front door of the house he shared with three other guys, Alix could hear the sounds of a party blazing through the day. It was a miracle his roommates had even made it to college, but it was clear from day one they weren’t here for the mediocre education. He let out a sigh and pressed his forehead to the door. He shuffled awkwardly, knowing he would have to wedge himself through crowds of drunk people. His foot knocked over a stack of mail gathering just outside the door. The envelopes scattered around the porch. It was mostly spam and bills, but one piece stood out to him. Partly because it was perfectly square and bright red, but mostly because it had his name written across the center in a beautiful scrawling script.

      Alix picked it up gingerly. He never received mail, not even scam credit cards. There was no one in his life left to send him anything, and all the bills were in one of the other guys’ father’s name, since he owned the house. Flipping it over, there was a wax seal stamped with a rose holding the envelope shut.

      Pressing the letter against his chest for safety, Alix threw open the door. Music blasted from the house along with laughter and excited screams. The main room was filled with people, most of them underage. The couch had been tipped onto its side and it nearly touched the ceiling. Long slashes ripped through the bottom of the couch, exposing the framework and metal springs. Some meathead was throwing a switchblade at it, trying to get it to stick into the woodwork. He had a crowd of girls hanging on him, cheering him on drunkenly. The knife landed with a thunk into the side of the couch, and the room erupted into whoops and hollers.

      Alix took the opportunity while everyone’s arms were up to push his way through. He sent a few people stumbling, but he was gone before they knew it was his fault. He turned his head away from the kitchen as he passed, knowing the kinds of things that went on in there. He didn’t have the patience for it today. He just kept his head down and plowed down the hallway to his tiny bedroom that he rented.

      It had been a good idea at first to put a lock on his door after the third time he had found people hooking up in his bed, but now he was beyond impatient to get to his sanctuary. He couldn’t even hear the jangle of his keys in his hand over the party noises, and he fumbled to get the right key with only one hand. Someone bumped into him from behind, and he cursed under his breath as he caught himself on his door. With a groan, Alix leaned down and grabbed the correct key between his teeth. Within seconds, he snatched it up and unlocked his room.

      He bolted through the door, slamming it behind him. Another round of cheers filled his ears, and he made sure to lock the door. Just in time, as the doorknob rattled a second after the lock clicked into place. He could hear someone complaining through the door, but he didn’t care.

      With his back pressed against the door, Alix held the letter out in front of him. The light glinted on the dried wax sealing it shut. He slid his finger under the flap of the envelope, and the seal gave away with a satisfying snap. Inside was a piece of thick cardstock colored a light, rosy pink. Monogrammed petals flourished around the edges of the page, shimmering in the light. In the center of the page, written in the same fancy script as on the outside of the envelope, were words that Alix had never expected to see.

      

      
        
        Alixander Carrol, we hereby invite you to join us at Wonder Rose University.

      

      

      

      Beneath the invitation was an address in the next city over. If it weren’t for the use of his full name, Alix might have thought this was some kind of joke. It still could be.

      “Wonder Rose University,” Alix breathed in wonder, his hands falling to his sides. The envelope brushed against his jeans, the sound even more proof that it was real. He hadn’t dared to dream about college since he left high school three years ago. He had never even applied to any colleges, so how could he be randomly accepted into one, let alone attend one he had never heard of?

      With a huff, Alix pulled out his phone and searched the name on the internet. Sure enough, there was one result. The only pictures were of an ornate gate around a giant wooded area. Alix laughed nervously at the thought of joining such a prestigious university.

      Then that thought of money hit him, and he sank to the floor. He could barely afford this one crappy room in a frat house. How was he supposed to afford college? He dropped his head into his hands, wishing he could just accept this chance to escape.

      Something slammed against the other side of the door. Alix jumped and heard giggling on the other side. The doorknob rattled again before there was another hit to the door, and then it was quiet again. Well, as quiet as a college party could be.

      Alix finally relaxed, and found he was clutching the letter to his chest. He looked at it again, his frustrations bubbling inside of him. He looked around his room at the life he had made for himself. A mattress laid on the floor with a pile of old blankets. A cardboard box full of books sat next to it with a cheap alarm clock flashing the wrong time beside a plastic cup of days old water. The closet floor was full of his clean laundry, folded and in neat stacks. He scoffed at the fact that he couldn’t even afford to buy hangers, because to him, they would just be a waste of money.

      The party outside erupted into a chorus of “Chug! Chug! Chug!” Alix shook his head and pushed himself to his feet. There was nothing keeping him here, not friends or family or a job. Even if this was some kind of joke, what was the difference between being broke here or in another city?

      Alix snatched his backpack from the floor and began stuffing clothes at random into it. Next was his phone charger, and his emergency fund he kept hidden in the vent in the corner. It wasn’t much, but it could buy him food for about a week if he was careful. He went through the rest of his possessions, fitting what he could into the backpack, all while looking up bus tickets that would get him at least to the next city. He held his breath as he clicked the purchase button for a bus that departed in an hour.

      Without even a glance back at the depressing room, Alix threw open his door and shoved through the rowdy college students with his head down. It wasn’t until he was outside again that he felt like he could breathe.

      His lungs full of fresh air and his heart full of hope, Alix dropped the house key into the mailbox, still full of mail, and started walking.
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      “I’m an idiot,” Alix groaned, looking up at the wrought iron gate he had seen in the pictures. Except these gates were filthy and rusted. He was at the right place, but there was no telling how old the pictures he had seen were, as this place looked thoroughly abandoned. The trees inside looked overgrown, and Alix couldn’t see any sign of buildings or sidewalks or even lampposts.

      In defeat, Alix looked around. This area of the city was very nice, and plenty of people were walking around nearby. Alix wished he had the courage to ask someone about the university, but he was too embarrassed. While he looked, he spotted a small plaque set in the ground just in front of the gate. He stepped forward to read it. It was covered in dirt and moss. Alix braced himself on the gate and kicked away the mess, and groaned. Rose Private Park.

      Incredulous, Alix pulled his phone out and searched again for Wonder Rose University. The screen flashed with a message that said his query wasn’t found, and Alix scoffed. He had gotten a result just a few hours ago. How could it have disappeared?

      Alix kicked at the gate in frustration, the iron creaking from the abuse. Behind the gate, Alix saw movement – a blur of red and white. Alix craned his neck to investigate, but he couldn’t see anything. Curiosity got the better of him, and he climbed onto the gate, pressing his head between the bars to look.

      A flash of white jumped between bushes, a trail of blood left behind. “Hey!” Alix called out, not sure who or what he was talking to. Whatever it was, it was hurt. Alix stepped down from the gate and spun around, hoping to find someone who could help him. He opened his mouth to yell, but fell short as he saw the once-busy streets were completely empty. He backed away as an eerie feeling crept into his stomach. His foot knocked the gate and it opened behind him with a loud groan. Alix whirled around and gasped.

      The park was wide open in front of him. He got a strange sense that someone, something was inviting him in. He couldn’t explain it, but he also couldn’t deny the strange pull he felt in his chest.

      Sunlight was pouring through the trees, beams of light raining down. Bright colored flowers covered the ground instead of grass, climbing up the tree trunks. Dust and spores floated through the air, catching the light at odd angles. They seemed to dance, though there was no wind to move them.

      While he stared in awe, something jumped out from behind a tree, landing in the center of a large circle of light. For a moment, Alix was still. He didn’t know what he had expected, but it wasn’t what sat before him now.

      A white rabbit, its back leg red with blood.

      Alix was running after the rabbit before he even knew what he was doing. His heavy footsteps startled the rabbit, and it bolted away from him into the thicket of trees. Calling on all the strength he had, Alix just managed to keep up with it. Deeper and deeper into the trees, Alix chased the rabbit. He yelled out between gasps for air, even though he knew an animal wouldn’t understand him. Alix thought he felt eyes on him as he ran, but he shook the feeling. All he could focus on was the rabbit running ahead of him. It ducked behind trees just to jump back out immediately, which slowed it down.

      Alix noticed the ground beneath him was growing rougher, roots reaching up from the ground to trip him up. He jumped over the roots and fought to keep his footing. It was easy for the rabbit, hopping from growth to growth.

      The trees had gotten larger, too, their branches spreading to block out most light. Alix ducked his head away from the boughs reaching to grab at him.

      Suddenly, the rabbit leapt to the side, and didn’t reemerge. Alix turned and saw a path in the trees had opened in front of him. There was a long stretch devoid of flowers that looked like a footpath. The rabbit was running straight down the opening. At the end of it was a tree at least twice as wide as any others that Alix had passed. He couldn’t even see the start of the branches, it was so tall. He wondered how he had missed it when looking at the park from the outside.

      This was his chance. He could catch up to the rabbit in no time. Then he could take it to a vet to get it fixed up. He was already at risk of being arrested for trespassing, he just couldn’t leave the injured rabbit alone, even if it meant breaking the law.

      Alex took off at full speed after the rabbit. It had already nearly reached the tree, and Alix had to corner the rabbit before it could jump off into the woods again. Closer and closer, the rabbit was just out of reach. He pushed himself harder. He reached out in front of him, ready to grab the rabbit. Just a little more, and…

      The rabbit fell out of his grasp into a large hole in the ground, a cavern at the base of the tree that Alix hadn’t noticed. He had been too focused on the rabbit to see anything else.

      There wasn’t any time to stop himself, and Alix fell head over heels into the hole. He struggled to right himself, spinning in the surprisingly large space. He couldn’t tell which way was up or down as he was surrounded with darkness. He reached out wildly, hoping to find the wall or a root, anything he could grab onto to stop his fall. He felt his fingers brush against something a few times, but the shock of the tumble had him confused. He thought he had felt paper, then leather, then glass.

      At the thought of shards of glass cutting him, he pressed his limbs tightly to his body. He had finally stopped spinning, but the nausea hadn’t subsided. He wondered how long he had been falling, and a thought flooded his mind that he might fall forever.

      The fall ended as abruptly as it had begun. Alix landed heavily on his back, his breath getting knocked from him. He froze for a moment, wondering if anything was broken, before he realized that the landing had been soft… like a pile of pillows. He rolled over, wanting to get a look at what he had fallen on, and rolled straight onto solid ground. Taking a few deep breaths, Alix pushed himself onto his hands and knees. Beside him was a giant red flower with thick petals that looked like they could’ve been balloons. He cocked his head to the side in disbelief.

      “I fell on that?!” he mused aloud.

      Behind him came a whimper, and Alix flipped into a sitting position. On the other side of the flower, sitting back against a literal wall of trees, was a small girl nursing her leg.

      She looked up at him with a soft, round face, and her dark eyes looked almost red in the light. Her face was blanched white, and a few dark freckles stood out against her skin. Her long white hair was pulled into two ponytails on the sides of her head. She was drowning in an oversized white hoodie, the sleeve of which was pressed to her leg.

      It was then Alix noticed her black leggings were ripped, and blood was dripping down her leg from under her hand. Alix jumped to his feet and rushed over to her. “Are you all right?” he asked, breathless.

      She shook her head no, another whimper escaping her.

      Alix reached for her leg slowly, but stopped just short of touching her. “May I?” he asked. She nodded, and gingerly pulled her hand away. Her leg had a small gash a few inches long, down the outside of her leg. It was bleeding steadily, but Alix didn’t think it was fast enough to worry about her bleeding out.

      Dropping his backpack from his shoulders, Alix said, “I can wrap it up and help you get somewhere for help, okay? We just have to get out of these trees.”

      The girl nodded again as Alix retrieved one of his long-sleeved shirts from his bag. He folded up the torso and pressed it to her wound, then wrapped the arms around the wound and tied it as tight as he could without hurting her. She pressed her hands over her mouth while he worked, stifling her whimpers.

      “Can you stand?” Alix asked, getting  to his feet. A wave of dizziness washed over him quickly, but he shook the haze from his head. He reminded himself he had just fallen down a hole. He worried it would take them a while to find their way back. He turned to survey where he had come from, but was only met with densely packed trees. He looked up, but could see nothing in the shadows of the boughs. He turned back to the girl. Maybe she was a local and snuck around in here often, so she would know a way out.

      She nodded again. A bit of color had come into her face, a blush that spread across her cheeks and rested on the tip of her nose. Alix reached down to help her up and slowly reached his hand around her back to help her balance. She leaned against him, and he tightened his grip at the acceptance.

      “Do you…” Alix started, his face heating at the embarrassment. “Do you know which way to go?” he asked sheepishly.

      The girl raised an eyebrow at him, but simply lifted her other arm and pointed the exact opposite way from where he thought he had come. There were more trees that direction, but they weren’t nearly as dense.

      The best option was to leave his backpack and retrieve it later so he could focus on the girl. Even though the way forward was more open, Alix wanted to go back not forward.

      And he couldn’t help but wonder where the rabbit had gone. He had to admit that helping a
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