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Bright red blood welled from her fingertip and smeared over the delicate
    petals, marring their perfect ivory.



    “Damn,” Rose muttered and stuck her finger in her mouth.



    
        Every time. That’s why they sent you away. You’d have
        pricked yourself the minute anyone’s back was turned.
    



    And after she’d been particularly careful to keep away from the
    wicked thorns. “Happy birthday to me.”



    The fairies had shooed her out of the house early that morning so they
    could prepare for her party, making her promise to stay away all day. Rose
    had done everything she could think of to amuse herself—she’d
    swum in the crystal-clear lake, rambled through the cool, dark forest,
    searching for mushrooms and listening to the haunting melody of the birds
    overhead, and finally, she’d wandered through the meadow thick with
    wildflowers to fill her basket with her favorite roses, the same
    ghost-white as her hair.



    Well, now they were white and red. But Rose could be
    forgiven for being distracted. If today was a big day for her,
    tomorrow would be even bigger. Tomorrow, she would finally get to see her
    parents. She barely remembered what they looked like; she couldn’t
    even remember their faces on the day they’d sent her away. But of
    course, she was only a child then.



    A marked child, cursed on her first birthday by an evil old fairy.
    It was a wonder she didn’t hate birthdays, seeing how much that one
    had taken from her—her parents, her home…it hadn’t even
    mattered that she was a princess and supposed to have everything her heart
    desired.



    No, princess or not, if Rose pricked her finger on a spindle, she’d
    fall asleep for a hundred years, and there was nothing anyone could do
    about it. So here she was, living secretly in a cottage in the middle of
    the woods with the good fairies until the day she would finally be allowed
    to go back to the castle.



    And that day was tomorrow.



    “Did you prick yourself again? Why don’t you wear
    gloves?” a deep voice behind her asked.



    Philip. Now it really is my birthday.



    Philip was a prince, and he filled the role in every way. Brave and
    gallant, with tousled hair the deep gold of ripe wheat, kind azure eyes,
    and a ready smile.



    Rose had known him for…well, it seemed like forever. They’d
    first met right at this very spot. She’d pricked her finger on that
    day too, and suddenly he was there, behind her, just as he was today.



    She’d been instantly smitten despite his initial awkwardness, and
    although he continued to be somewhat aloof—she didn’t even know
    where he lived, for goodness sakes—over time, they’d become
    close friends. Rose, however, had always wanted more.



    “Rose? Hello?” Philip waved his hand in front of her face.
    “Are you in there?”



    Rose started. “Sorry, I just—”



    “Happy birthday! I was going to bring you some roses, but,” he
    gestured to the blossom-laden bushes surrounding them, “I thought it
    might be a bit redundant.”



    “Well, what did you bring me, then?” she asked archly.



    “Me.” He laughed and pulled her to him, sweeping her across the
    meadow in a swift, graceful waltz.



    Rose delighted in the feeling of her small hand in his large one, the way
    the press of his fingers sent a thrill down her spine… She stretched
onto her tiptoes    and
    lifted her face to his.



    Just one more inch and their lips would meet.



    Philip swallowed hard and squared his arms, keeping her at bay. It was
    always like this, their dance. She took one step forward and he took one
    back. She frowned.



    I know he likes me. So why does he keep trying to get away? 



    “Are you okay, Rose? You’re pretty quiet. You normally love
    birthdays.” It was true. Her cheerfulness on her birthday was
    notoriously intolerable.



    “Are you attracted to me, Philip?” It was blunt, but there was
    no point waiting any longer. Once she was back at the castle, who knew how
    often she would see him?



    Philip’s poise faltered, as did his feet. It was only for a moment,
    but his hesitation was enough to embolden Rose. After all, he hadn’t
    said no.



    “Well? You’re always coming to visit me. You’re here, on
    my birthday, dancing with me, and I know you hate dancing. So why
    won’t you kiss me?”



    “Rose, I—”



    She glanced up at him from under her lashes. “There’s no one
    else I want to be with, Philip. You’re the only one for me. You
    always have been.”



    Philip stopped completely this time, and Rose stumbled with the sudden loss
    of momentum. “It’s not that, Rose, not at all. I—
    I’m very attracted to you.” He looked away.
    “Much more than I should be.”



    “What does that mean?”



    “Nothing.” He ran his hand through his hair. “But believe
    me when I tell you, you’re all I think about.”



Warmth curled in Rose’s stomach as she repeated his words to herself.    I’m all he ever thinks about. “Then why won’t
    you—”



    “It’s complicated.”



    “No, it’s not.” She stood on her tiptoes again and drew
    his head down to hers until their lips were only a finger-width apart.
    “See? It’s just this easy.”



    Philip closed his eyes, and for a moment, Rose thought he was finally going
    to give in. A thrill rushed through her, intoxicating and terrifying.



    My first kiss. With the man of my dreams.



    He pulled away, sighing. “Rose, I can’t. I’m sorry.
    It’s not proper.”



    Rose flushed, frustration and embarrassment coloring her cheeks. She
    turned, preparing to flounce away.



    “Rose, please.” Philip grabbed her arm. “Don’t go.
    I’m sorry,” he said again.



    “It’s fine,” she said stiffly. It wasn’t, but she
    was no longer a child, as the fairies kept reminding her. “What do
    you want to do, then?”



    He pointed to the bench he’d made for her last birthday from a fallen
    log. Our special place. “Let’s sit and talk.”



“If we have to,” she grumbled, trying not to sound petulant.    Damn you, Philip. Who cares about proper? “What do you want
    to talk about?”



    He shrugged. “Tell me about the last few days. Has anything
    interesting happened?”



    Besides being rejected by you on my birthday? 
    “The usual. Although I did have that dream again last night.
    I’ve been having it more and more lately.”



    “The one with the white room?”



    “Yes. It’s strange. It’s like I’m awake, but not.
    It’s not like normal dreams. There’s no…continuity, I
    guess is the best word for it.”



    “What do you see?”



    She twisted her hands in her lap. This wasn’t a topic she enjoyed.
    “I’ve told you before.”



    Philip leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Tell me
    again.”



    Rose pressed her thumbnail into the coarse bark. “I’m in bed
    and the lights are on, but they’re too bright. There are strange
    contraptions…and I’m tethered to them by tubes. They hum in a
    high-pitched way that makes my teeth hurt. People come into the room. At
    first, I think they’re the fairies, but
    they’re…different—their clothes, their hair. Only their
    faces are the same. I even hear you sometimes. You all stand over
    me, talking, but I can’t speak.” She shivered.
    “It’s creepy.”



    “And you say it’s happening more and more?” He gazed
    keenly at her.



    Why is he so interested?
    
        He seems far more captivated by my dream than me throwing myself at
        him.
    
    It was mortifying. “Yes.”



    “What do you think—”



    “I don’t want to talk about the dream anymore.” She stood
    abruptly and walked back to the rose bushes, tracing her fingers over the
    soft petals.



    Philip came up behind her. “What is it, Rose? I know this isn’t
    just about…me.”



    He was right. She brushed the gossamer remains of an old spider web off a
    fresh bud. “I’m nervous about going back to the castle.
    It’s going to be so different.” Before, she’d been too
    excited about seeing her parents again to even think about that. Now that
    the day was finally at hand, however…what if she hated it? “But
    the fairies say it’s time.”



    Philip’s eyebrows shot up before he seemed to catch himself.
    “They told you? That you’re…going home
    tomorrow?” he asked, his tone carefully casual.



“Why wouldn’t they? I’d notice, wouldn’t I?”    Why is he being so strange?



    He shook his head. “Of course. I just—”



    “Are you all right, Philip?”



    “Yes. I just…I’m glad you’re going back to the
    castle. But I will miss being here with you.” He lifted one of her
    hands in his and rubbed a thumb over her knuckles.



    “Won’t you come visit me?” The thought of never seeing
    Philip again was a thorn piercing her heart.



    “Of course.” But his expression was downcast.



    Why is he looking like that?
    She pulled her fingers from his and traced them over his mouth, her worried
    heart aching as his lips parted under her hand.



    “Philip?” Rose again tilted her face toward his.



    He seized her wrist gently and lowered her hand. “I’m sorry,
    Rose. I can’t. I have to go.”



    “Philip, I—” But she spoke to his back. He strode away
    without his usual wave and carefree grin, and his pace was hurried.



    “Rose?”



    She spun around. Peering out of the rosebushes at her was Ani, the youngest
    of the good fairies, and Rose’s personal favorite. Other fairies had
    come and gone, taking turns watching over her, but Ani had always been
    there. She’d been the one to tutor Rose during her concealment, first
    teaching her to walk and talk, and later, everything from sewing to
    dancing.



    Ani was such a good friend, she’d even promised to go with her to the
    castle tomorrow.



    Maybe if I ask, she’ll be able to stay there with me.



    “Ani, what are you doing in there? Are you spying on
    me?” Rose put her hands on her hips in mock irritation.



    “No, of course not! I came to get you, but I saw you and Philip
    talking, and I didn’t want to interrupt so I hid in the bushes. And
    now I’m stuck.” She strained, and the bushes shuddered.
    “You see? Can I please have a little help?”



    “Oh, Ani.” Rose laughed and pulled the smaller woman out of the
    prickly shrubs.



    “Thank you.” Ani primly smoothed her hands over the pale pink
    linen of her skirts.



    Rose laughed again and brushed twigs and leaves out of the fairy’s
    hair. “What did you need me for?”



    “Your celebration awaits, my dear.” Ani grasped Rose by the
    hand and led her down the path toward the cottage. “Though it was a
    near thing. You’d think between all of us we could throw a small
    party.”



    A few minutes later, the quaint cottage that was Rose’s home came
    into view. The fairies had festooned the trees surrounding the clearing
    with garlands, and a large picnic was spread out on the lawn, all of
    Rose’s favorites barely contained on the blanket. In the center of
    the feast rose a tall, lopsided cake, with what Rose suspected were
    supposed to be rosebuds piped over its entire surface.



    Filling the tiny yard were all Rose’s friends—the fairies, a
    few deer, some rabbits, and even the annoyingly cheerful bluebirds.



    But not Philip. Or my parents. 



    She’d been so happy when she’d woken up that morning with the
    fresh sunlight streaming through her window. The birdsong then had been
    pleasant; now, it grated on her. And she wasn’t the only one who
    seemed a bit miserable. Usually, on her birthday, the fairies were all
    smiles and giddy excitement, but this year… Well, if she hadn’t
    known any better, she’d have thought someone had died. The
    fairies’ smiles seemed forced, their faces creased.



    “What? Is this my funeral?” Rose joked. “You all look
    pretty glum. Or is it Charity’s cooking? I know she’s never
    baked a cake before.” That got a real smile at least, though
    a brief one. Something’s wrong. “Seriously,
    what’s with all your faces?”



    Ani finally spoke up. “We’re just going to miss you,
    that’s all.” The others murmured their agreement.



    “I’ll miss you too. But it’s not like we’re never
    going to see each other again, right? We can still visit.”



    The fairies exchanged glances.



    “What? We can, can’t we?” Rose’s palms grew slick.
    “Can’t we?”



    “Of course we can,” Ani said hurriedly. “It’s
    just…it won’t be the same.”



    “Well, things can’t stay the same forever, can they?”
    Rose gave them a bright smile and plucked a tart off the mountain of food.
    She took a bite. “Please,” she said around the pastry crumbs,
    “let’s just enjoy the party. You’ve all worked so hard,
    and I really appreciate it. I love all of you, and I’ll never forget
    any of you, for as long as I live.”



    At this, Ani burst into tears and ran inside. Her wails shook the cottage
    walls after the door closed behind her.



    “What’s wrong with Ani? Was it something I said?”



    Splendor hurried over and wrapped her arms around her, standing on her
    tiptoes to rest her head on Rose’s shoulder. “No, love, of
    course not. You know Ani. She’s just really set in our
    routine.” She held Rose at arm’s length and gazed at her.
    “You’ve grown into a beautiful young woman, Rose, and you
    deserve every chance at happiness you can get.” She kissed Rose on
    the forehead. “Here, we have a present for you. Merrie?” She
    clicked her fingers and another of the fairies approached, holding up the
    most stunning dress Rose had ever seen.



    It truly was a gown fit for a princess. The bodice was sleeveless,
    embroidered throughout with roses and twisting vines of pale, champagne
    gold that trailed down over the voluminous, white tulle skirts. All over
    the gown, tiny red rosebuds had been nudged into bloom by Merrie’s
    deft fingers.



    Rose gasped. “It’s beautiful, Merrie.”



    “We thought you could wear it tomorrow, when you…go to the
    castle,” Merrie said. But her smile was sad, and her hands shook
    under the bunched fabric.



    
        Why is everyone acting so strange today? First Philip then the fairies.
        It’s been a weird birthday, that’s for sure.
    



    She took
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