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			Introduction

			I extend you a warm welcome as you begin your journey into the third Marathonarium Anthology!  All of the stories in this anthology are the consequence of a creative journey that began at the Marathonarium III Workshop, held on the eve of the Imaginarium 2025 weekend, on Thursday, July 17th, of 2025.  

			Writers from all across the nation, in a variety of styles and genres, undertook a marathon writing session of three hours in length.  There were no restrictions on their choice of genre, nor was there a common theme or any inhibitions on the voice the story must be told in.  

			This project is a bright reflection of the spirit of the Imaginarium Convention, whose mission statement is, “To foster and inspire imagination, one creative at a time. Create and make your world everything you imagine it to be.”  The Imaginarium celebrates, showcases, and empowers  all forms and genres of creative writing, and the Marathonarium workshops and anthologies are a prime example of that focus.

			The Marathonarium was originally conceived by award-winning author and editor Sandy Lender, who helmed the first one as editor back at Imaginarium 2023 (with the release of Marathonarium Anthology, Volume I, taking place at Imaginarium 2024).  Following that year, it was a great honor to take on the position of editor and workshop host for the second Marathonarium. I strove to deliver a volume that continued the excellence showcased in the debut year.  I made the choice to allow a larger group of writers to participate, and also allowed a little more flexibility on the size of the individual stories. I could not have been happier with the results as a collection of well-written, engaging, and entertaining stories came to life in the second volume. I am very grateful to Sandy for setting the foundation of something truly unique for writers with this series, and at the conclusion of my work on the second volume, there was no doubt I wanted to continue with the third volume. 

			Once again, it was a fantastic and rewarding experience.  Returning writers came up with tales very distinct from what they created in the second volume, and new participants brought their voices and storytelling skills into the mix.  The end result is another volume that raises the bar even further for this series, delivering entertaining, thought-provoking, and well-crafted tales for readers of all kinds to enjoy and immerse in 

			There was no question that I wanted to continue in my position as the editor for the Marathonarium anthology series and workshops, and I am looking forward to July 16th, 2026, when the adventure begins for the Marathonarium Anthology, Volume IV!

			Onwards and Upwards!

			Stephen Zimmer

			Editor

		

		
			Editor Stephen Zimmer

		

	
		
			Welcome To The Marathonarium,

			Where Your Imagination is the Foundation

		

	
		
			A Boxful Of Broken Dreams

			by Annette Miller

			Cold December rain slipped down the back of Jeff Lorne’s coat as he splashed through the puddles of his office building. Great. Now his shoes and socks were wet. Why did he ever agree to come to the company Christmas party? Sometimes, his own decisions about such things baffled him. He hated parties, he didn’t like crowds, and having to return to the place he just left annoyed him. He should turn around and go home.

			By this point in his life, he’d expected to have a better paying job, not be some functionary working to put money in other men’s pockets. He at least thought he’d be married by now. After the debacle of being dumped in public when he proposed to his girlfriend made him start to believe he’d be alone for the rest of his life. Crappy job, crappy love life. Couldn’t anything go right for him these days? He shivered as more rain found its way under his collar, making his bad mood worse.

			Movement to his right grabbed his attention. A little girl stood there, holding a sagging cardboard box. The cold rain pelted her; and she didn’t move, didn’t flinch, didn’t budge. She stared at him, her eyes too large in her overly thin face. Her dark hair hung in wet strands around her shoulders. This kid couldn’t be more than ten or eleven years old. Much too young to be out so late and in this awful weather.

			She held the box out to him, and he backed up a little. Raindrops dripped into his eyes and he wiped them off. When he opened them, the girl was gone. He had to be overly tired, that was it. He shook his head, trying to shake off the unease running up and down his spine. The goosebumps crawling across his skin were only there because of the cold. There was no girl, just the stress of having to mingle.

			“Time to get this over with,” he muttered as he walked up the marble steps.

			He handed his coat to the woman at the desk and slipped the number she gave him into his pocket. His friend, Greg, had better be in the massive lobby among the crush of people. If he had to suffer through this, he’d like his best friend by his side. Maybe he could convince him to ditch out a little early.

			“Jeff, over here.”

			He scanned the room and found Greg over by the bar, as usual. His friend usually had some girl by his side. Greg had dark brown hair that matched his brown eyes. Jeff would hear the girls in the office talking about how handsome Greg was and how they wanted to go out with him. Occasionally, his name came up around the water cooler gossip.

			His hair was lighter than his friend’s and he kept it a little longer than he should. His mother always told him he got his good looks from his dad. Well, he did have his father’s straight nose and gray eyes. He tried to keep himself in shape, but it was hard to keep up the enthusiasm when he had no one special to look good for in his life. No time to dwell on that right now. He wanted to talk to his friend.

			Jeff pushed his way through the crowd. “Hey. Why did you make me come to this thing? You know how much I hate company functions.” He glanced at the gaudy red and gold decorations. Green pine boughs draped across doorways and the security desk, which currently served as the coat room. “The gold in that thick garland is about to make me go blind.”

			He took in the rest of the décor. Giant Christmas ornaments hung from the ceiling. Holly wreaths hung from the columns near the front door. A huge tree, covered in too many baubles to count, took up most of the middle of the floor. Jeff supposed the look could be considered festive, but the whole setup tried too hard. It was a cacophony of color to the eyes and started a headache in his right temple.

			“You need to get out more and Christmas is the time for friends and family. Besides, there’s someone here who would be disappointed if you didn’t come.” Greg gestured with his beer bottle to a girl standing with four other women. “Anne Tyler likes you. She told me she hoped you’d show. You should really ask her out.”

			Jeff stared at Anne. She was pretty enough with her short, brown hair. She stood around his height of five foot seven. She had a nice figure and always wore skirts and low heels. The epitome of business casual. She always greeted him in the morning when they got to the office. She’d even corrected some of his figures on important paperwork before they got to the boss.

			“I’ve thought about asking her out, but she’s so popular. What if she only asks about me because she’s simply a nice person?”

			Greg laughed. “Are you kidding? Trust me. She likes you because she likes you. Granted, I don’t know why she’d like you, when she could like me instead.”

			Jeff grinned. “Maybe she likes me because she thinks you’re an idiot.” He gazed around the room, taking in the quiet laughter and small groups. “Can I tell you something strange about when I got here?”

			“Sure. I might not even laugh.”

			Jeff took a sip from his beer. “I was outside, not sure if I wanted to come in. I look over and there’s this kid standing there, watching me. She was holding a box in her hands and held it out to me. I got water in my eyes, and when I cleared them, she was gone.”

			“Definitely freaky. She must live nearby to be gone so quick.”

			“I thought so too, but the way she looked at me…” Jeff shook his head and turned to lean on the bar. He gestured for another beer. “She looked like she wanted to say something to me, but all she did was stand there.”

			“Forget the kid. Here comes Anne. Talk to her and be nice.”

			Jeff opened his mouth to give Greg a retort, but his friend disappeared into the crowd before he got the words out.

			“Hi, Jeff. Are you having a good time?”

			“Hi, Anne. I’ve had better times.” He smiled. “Company parties aren’t my favorite. You can’t really cut loose, or the boss might fire you on the spot.”

			He gazed at her and decided she was very pretty. Her short brown hair framed her oval face to accentuate her cheekbones. Her eyes were bright blue, and her full lips were always curved up in a smile. Jeff thought pretty didn’t really describe Anne too well. This woman was beautiful. He wanted to ask her out, had wanted to for a long time. Seeing her up close made him lose his nerve on yet another occasion.

			Anne laughed and called the bartender over. After ordering a soda, she looked at Jeff. “I saw you when you came in. You looked a little spooked. Did something happen?”

			Jeff thought about the little girl and the strange box. “Not really. I just didn’t want to be here. I might leave a little early. I have some reports due early tomorrow. The boss wants everything wrapped up neatly by the end of the year.”

			“I know. I think every department got the same speech. I hope you don’t leave too early. There’s supposed to be a band, and I thought we might have a dance.”

			“I’m not much of a dancer.” 

			“I see.” She turned when she heard her name called. “I’d better get back to my friends. It was nice seeing you here, Jeff. I hope we can talk again soon.”

			He watched her make her way across the room and turn to look at him. He lifted his hand in a small wave. He drank the rest of his beer and pushed away from the bar when he saw Greg start to come back over. He didn’t want to talk to his friend anymore, and he certainly didn’t want to talk about Anne Tyler.

			He shoved his way through the revelers and out the front door. Taking a deep breath, he let the cold air sit in his lungs, clearing out the stuffiness from the party. He turned to go home, and the same little girl stood there, the box still in her hands.

			He didn’t want to get closer to the strange child, but his apartment was down the street and he had to pass her to get to it. As he approached, he could see how skinny she was. Not only skinny, but painfully thin. Her arms and legs looked like twigs that would snap in a slight breeze. A ratty, gray cardigan sweater hung off her bony shoulders, the rain making it stretch to her knees. Her dress might have been blue at some point, but with the dirt and grime and the low light, who knew?

			Jeff edged his way around her. “Shouldn’t you go home? You’ve got to be cold and you’re soaking wet.”

			“You have a broken dream.”

			Jeff stepped back from the strength of her voice. Someone so small shouldn’t be able to command that kind of volume. Her voice seemed bigger than her body. “Go home, kid. It’s late, and I’m sure your parents are worried about you.”

			“You have a broken dream,” she repeated. She held the box out to him. “This box holds broken dreams. Just look inside and your dreams will be repaired.”

			Jeff stared at the box. The cardboard appeared to expand and contract, like something inside was breathing. He refused to entertain the notion the box itself was alive. No way would he get near that box or the creepy girl who held it.

			“My dreams are fine and you need to go home. Now, leave me alone.”

			He ran by her, not stopping until he reached his building. His hand shook as he tried to punch in the code for the lobby, finally succeeding on the third attempt. “I’m just cold, not scared. That kid didn’t scare me in the least. I’m just cold.” Maybe if he repeated the mantra enough, he’d convince himself. “I’m just cold.”

			He sagged against the back wall of the elevator as he rode to his second-floor apartment. He pushed his way inside and slammed the door shut, his tremors not slowing until he had the door locked and bolted. He walked over to the window and stared at the street. The girl stood outside, the box still in her hands, staring at his window. Should he call the police? He rolled his eyes. And get laughed at for being afraid of a little girl who hadn’t done anything wrong?

			He flopped down on his couch and rubbed his eyes. The stress of the job had to be getting to him. No way was he afraid of a kid with a cardboard box. A timid knock echoed through his apartment. He swallowed hard and dragged a hand across his forehead. He sat up, before slowly rising to his feet. 

			“Who is it?” he called, his voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t want anything right now. Come back tomorrow.”

			The knock sounded again. He rubbed his hands on his pants and swallowed again. His throat was too dry and nothing he did was helping. When the knock sounded a third time, he jumped as he made his way to the door. He looked out the peephole and the girl stood there.

			“Go away.”

			“I can help you fix your dream. Just look in the box. All your broken dreams will be repaired if you let me help you.”

			“I said, go away!”

			He laid his head against the wood and lightly pounded his fist against the door. “Please, just go away.”

			“Mr. Lorn, are you alright?”

			Jeff’s head snapped up when he heard his neighbor. He flung the door open and the girl was gone, but his elderly neighbor stood there. “I’m fine.” He looked both ways in the hall. “You didn’t happen to see a little girl out here, did you?”

			“No. I heard you shout and thought you might need some help.”

			He forced out a smile. “I’m fine, but thanks for coming to check on me.”

			He eased the door shut and decided to go to bed. This all had to be a bad dream. Yes, he’d lied to the girl when he said his dreams were fine. They really weren’t. His dreams and his life were a complete disaster. There really wasn’t a whole lot he could do to fix either one. No little girl with a weird, breathing box could help him. He’d gotten into this rut his life had become. He had to get out of himself. Things were sure to look better in the morning.

			****

			Morning dawned with dark gray clouds and incessant rain. He pulled the covers over his head. This was the biggest reason why he hated December. Too cold for rain, not cold enough for snow. He groaned. He’d run out of the party and left his coat at work. Could his day start any worse?

			He rolled out of bed and took a hot shower. As he dressed, he thought about the day ahead. What kind of mindless, inane tasks would be on his desk when he arrived? He should’ve started his own business when he had the chance. His family told him running his own business was a pipe dream and he would be better off with a steady job. And he’d been dumb enough to listen. 

			Another dream down the toilet.

			He stepped outside and stared at the sky. “Looks like even you want to ‘rain’ on my parade.”

			He hunched his shoulders deeper in his spring jacket and started the walk to work. As he did, the little girl fell into step beside him. He glanced at her and increased his pace. As small as she was, he felt certain she couldn’t keep pace with him. He glanced over his shoulder, but she wasn’t behind him. He sighed and looked in front and there she stood, box and all.

			The dull, morning light showed more of her skeletal body. The child looked like she’d never eaten a decent meal. “Look, kid. You really need to go home. Someone’s probably looking for you. You need to stop following me.”

			She thrust the box toward him again. “You have a broken dream. Look in the box. The box will repair your dream. You will be happy.”

			“You’re freaking me out, kid. Please, leave me alone. I know I don’t have the dream I wanted, but my life isn’t bad. I have a good job and friends.”

			“But this isn’t your dream. I’m here to help you fix your dream.”

			Jeff bent close to her face. “Stop following me. Leave me alone or I swear I’ll call the cops.”

			He hurried away from her and up the steps of his office building. He shoved open the door and sighed at the quiet which greeted him. The Christmas decorations hung limply on the walls. The tree had listed to one side and part of the garland had fallen. Someone should’ve noticed the damage. It had to have happened at the party the night before. He looked around, but no one was there. Someone should be walking in the lobby. The security guard should at least be behind his desk.

			“Hello?” His voice echoed back to him, making him cringe at the hollow ring through the first floor. “I don’t think I’m super early, but isn’t anyone here? I didn’t think we had off today.”

			Silence. As he hurried toward the elevator, a shadow scurried along the wall to his left. He gulped and sweat broke out on his forehead. The shadow was small; about the size of a child. He had a feeling he knew who this particular child could be.

			“Come on out, kid. I know you’re here.”

			The girl stepped out, her left sock around her ankle, her right sock still pulled up to her knee. In the harsh fluorescent light, he could see the dirt on her face and clothes. Why didn’t her parents take better care of her? Dirty and half-starved, it looked like her only possession was the weird box. She thrust the box toward him again.

			“Look, I can call someone to come take care of you. Can you tell me your name?”

			“Look in the box.”

			Jeff sighed and stepped back. “Okay. I’m going to call the cops. They’ll take you to where you’ll be safe. They’ll give you some food and maybe even warmer clothes.”

			“All you have to do is repair your dream.”

			“I don’t want to hear it. I don’t know how you got in the building, or where any of my co-workers are, but you have to leave.” He walked to the door and pushed it open. “You can’t be here.”

			“You shouldn’t be here either. This isn’t your dream.”

			Jeff looked around the empty lobby one more time and decided to go home. If no one else was here, he sure wasn’t staying. Maybe he’d call Greg and apologize for running out on him at the Christmas party. Speaking of which, he walked over to where he’d turned in his coat. He walked behind the desk and looked around. No coat, no rack, no hangers, nothing. It made sense. After the party, they probably put everything in storage. He’d find his coat in the security office.

			He headed that way, aware of the girl dogging his footsteps. “Will you please leave me alone?”

			“Not until I fix your dream.”

			He knocked on the security door and waited. He’d tell whoever was on duty this morning to take care of this kid. She was starting to get on his nerves. At first, she scared him, but now, she had started to annoy him, badly. 

			“Hey, do you have my winter coat in there?” He waited, but no answer. He pounded on the door again. “Hey, is anyone working today?”

			After several more frustrating, foot-tapping minutes, Jeff hit the door one more time before stomping off. This whole morning was shot, and it wasn’t even ten yet. This was a crappy start to a crappy day. Tie in this kid who wouldn’t leave him alone and things were bound to get worse before they got better. 

			He stepped outside, grateful the rain had stopped, at least for now. He glanced upwards, noting the sky still held onto its dark, menacing clouds. With his luck, he’d take two steps and the rain would come down and soak him before he got home. Standing on the sidewalk in front of him was the girl. He whipped around, sure she’d been behind him in the lobby. Nope. She was now in front.

			“I don’t know how you got past me, and right now, I don’t care. I’m going to call the cops to come take you somewhere far away from me.”

			She stood in eerie silence and glared at him. She held the box out again. The sides again contracted and expanded, but much slower than the night before. 

			From the look in her eyes and the hard stance she’d taken, there was a slight possibility she had the ability to hurt him. He stepped back and rapidly made his way down the street. He looked back and she still stood there, her stare still hard, the box still breathing.

			He detoured down a side alley and leaned against the wall. The girl was no longer in sight. He breathed a sigh of relief and trotted to the end. He looked both ways and didn’t see her, but a police car was parked by the curb. Well, if she showed up again, he’d have the cop take her in and call her folks.

			He stepped out and bit back a scream when she materialized in front of him. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”

			“Your dream is dying. You must look in the box before it fades completely away. You don’t want to be stuck in this life like this forever, do you?”

			“That does it.” Jeff ran over to the officer. “Hey, can you help this kid? She keeps following me and I think she might need help.”

			The officer got out of the car and looked around. “What kid?”

			He whirled around and looked up and down the street. “She was just here. She’s really thin and dirty and she’s carrying a cardboard box.” When the cop remained silent, Jeff raised his hands in supplication. “Look, I’m not crazy. There’s this little girl and she keeps following me. I know she needs help, but she might have some kind of disorder. She keeps telling me to look in that weird box she carries.”

			“Mister, I didn’t see any kid, just you, and you look like you have a disorder. I watched you talking to nobody. Maybe you’d better get home and sleep off whatever you’ve been drinking.”

			The cop got back into the squad car and drove off. Jeff stood and watched helplessly as his last avenue of hope left him in the middle of the street. He looked around and realized the cop was the first person he saw that morning. The streets were unusually quiet. The hustle and bustle of people hurrying to work or driving to the highway were not there. How could he have not noticed?

			“Are you ready to fix your dream?”

			He stared at the girl who appeared next to him. He backed up, before he ran back down the alley to his street. At the end, he stopped and caught his breath. His heart pounded in his chest, trying to force its way out. His hands shook while his legs trembled hard enough to start a mini-earthquake. 

			Why did this girl affect him so badly? She hadn’t threatened him or done anything to him. All she wanted was for him to look in the ridiculous cardboard box she carried. Would it be so bad to do what she wanted? He thought about how the box looked like it was breathing. Yes, it would be bad. He’d seen way too many horror movies to know that looking into something unknown was never a good idea.

			He walked back down to the office building and sat on the steps. He held his head in his hands. His eyes burned, while fear fought with sadness in the back of his throat. How had his life come to this? A job he hated and now terrorized by a kid who couldn’t be more than ten years old.

			A light touch warmed his shoulder through his jacket and his shirt. He raised his head and the girl sat next to him. He wiped hot tears from his eyes and they stared at each other.

			“Why are you doing this to me?”

			For the first time, the girl smiled. “I know you’re afraid. It’s always scary to be given the opportunity to have your dream become reality. You need to look in the box and fix the dreams you’ve held close to your heart. Once you do, all will become clear.”

			Jeff smiled as he leaned his arms on his thighs. “Next you’ll be telling me you’re like my guardian angel or something equally fantastic.”

			She shook her head, her dark hair cascading over her left eye. “I’m not guardian angel material yet. I just like helping people who are sad.” She patted his hand. “You’ve been sad for so long, Jeff Lorn. Let me help you fix your dream.”

			“You know the breathing box is a little terrifying, right?”

			“Even dreams need to breathe to live. Yours are dying. You haven’t given them enough attention. If you don’t fix them soon, they’ll die and I won’t be able to help you.”

			Jeff took a deep breath. “Okay, my little angel. Let me see what’s in the spooky box.”

			She set the box on his lap and waited. When he hesitated, she nodded. He took a deep breath and opened the flaps. 

			His eyes opened wide as warmth flowed out of the box and into his heart. Golden light shot forth, making him turn his head and narrow his eyes to cut the glare.

			When he looked in, he saw the business he’d wanted to start all those years ago. It would be successful. Sure, he’d have to work hard, but it was doable. He also saw Greg as his partner. The two of them could build it from the ground up and make it big. It would rival the company he currently worked for, and driving his former boss crazy would be a great perk.

			 He saw a better house with a garden. He’d always wanted to have a garden because his mother loved them. He’d been good with plants and the gardens around his parents’ house, and he wanted the chance to do it with his own place. A small two-story colonial out in the suburbs. That dream floated up before his eyes and he smiled. 

			Next, he saw a woman about his height with brown hair. He couldn’t see her face, but care for her exploded from his chest. This was the woman he wanted in his life. She kept her back to him, and he wanted, no needed, to see her face. He reached his hand in and touched her shoulder. As she began to turn, the light grew brighter and hotter.

			He pulled his hand back as the warmth of his dreams filled him. He couldn’t explain it, but the weird box made him feel whole. All of his dreams, with them the hope for the future, bled into him from the light. As the golden light faded, he folded the flaps down.

			He looked at the girl, her face shining with joy. Could this child be another one of his dreams? Or was she the angel he thought she might be. Whatever and whoever she was, she’d given him back the part of himself he didn’t even realize he’d lost.

			He handed her back the box. “Thank you. I don’t know why I was so afraid of you before.”

			“People fear what they don’t understand.” She smiled at him again. “I knew you’d believe I meant you no harm, eventually.” She stood and held the box in her arms. “Be at peace, Jeff Lorn. Trust if you need me again, I will return to you. I have to help someone else now.”

			He watched as she faded away into the gray morning light. He sat back down and closed his eyes. Yes, he’d make all those dreams he saw come true.

			“Jeff. There you are.”

			He turned and saw Anne coming down the steps with his coat. “Anne? What are you doing out here?”

			“You left the party so abruptly and you didn’t have your coat.” She held it out to him. “It’s the middle of December. You must be freezing.”

			He stood and gazed at her for a few minutes, his coat dangling from his fingers. “Anne, would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow night?”

			Her eyes opened wide before she smiled at him. “I would love to have dinner with you, tomorrow or any night you’d like.”

			“Great. Let’s go back inside. I need to discuss some future plans with Greg.” He gazed up at the sky. “Thanks, little angel, and if you can hear me, Merry Christmas.”

		

	
		
			Through the Lens

			by Cecilia Garman

			I stood on the sidewalk, the keys to my inheritance clutched in my hand, and stared up at my favorite childhood memory. Aunt Willie’s house was just as beautiful and fantastical as I remembered, even if the lawn did need to be mowed and the front door could use a fresh coat of paint.

			Growing up, I spent more time in that house than in my own house. Aunt Willie, and me too, I suppose, were very different from the rest of our family. Aunt Willie was a photographer and kindergarten teacher; I am a costume designer, and everyone else is more business-minded. Not that there’s anything wrong with being a CPA or computer programmer; they do fill a need.

			I was devastated when Aunt Willie disappeared, and I never dreamed I’d set foot in this house again, but here I am, keys in hand. I took a deep breath before I pushed the front gate open, wincing at the shriek of rusted hinges. 

			Inside, the house was empty, dust motes dancing on the shafts of lights through the windows. The walls were bare and shelves empty, waiting for Aunt Willie’s things to take their places again. The house had been rented up until just a few months ago, but all of Aunt Willie’s things were still around, stuffed into the attic and kept locked away from the renters. It was my first stop, actually. I barely glanced in the empty rooms on my way up to the attic; they wouldn’t matter until I put the life back in them. 

			And the life was all up in the attic. 

			When I fit the large brass key into the attic door and swung it open, it felt like… Well, I’m not sure. It felt good, like ice cream on a hot day. It felt right, like putting the last piece into a jigsaw puzzle. And I realized that had kinda been missing from my life lately.

			Large pieces of furniture waited, covered in white sheets. Boxes and trunks were stacked somewhat neatly in meandering rows. I pulled the sheet from one of the couches, sneezing at the faceful of dust I got.

			”I forgot how ugly this one is,” I laughed, seeing the big florals and tropical birds. “I can reupholster it though. I don’t think Aunt Willie would mind that.”

			I grabbed a box and plunked it on the couch, holding my breath as another, smaller, cloud of dust puffed up into the air. I pulled it open, tucking aside packing paper, to see books and some of the little shelf whatsits that Aunt Willie had collected over the years. I set it aside, and grabbed another. 

			It took a week of long days and hired men, but finally I had the attic mostly cleared out and all the furniture put back into place (except the ugly couch and a matching armchair that were still out getting their facelift, but they would be back soon). The attic was still dusty and too hot, so I carried the last two boxes down to the dining room, setting them down gently. They were marked fragile and I had saved them for last.

			The first box clanked slightly as I pulled back the tape.

			”I forgot about the tea set!” I pulled a white teapot with a strawberry pattern from the box, the smell of bergamot and orange pekoe still clinging to the porcelain. Tea parties with Aunt Willie had always meant real tea, and as I carefully lifted all the cups and saucers and dainty spoons from the box, I couldn’t wait to brew a pot.

			I set the empty box with a pile of others waiting to be recycled and drew the very last box toward me. There were only three things inside, wrapped up in packing paper and bubble wrap, and even a ratty dish towel (it was also thrown in the pitch pile). An old camera bag, heavy enough that I assumed there was a camera inside, a photo album, and one of the ball joint dolls Aunt Willie used to make clothes for. The doll was dressed in a flowing blue and gold dress. I remembered Aunt Willie sewing the tiny garment; how tiny and neat her stitches were, how I called it her fairy princess dress.

			The doll looked like Aunt Willie, from the long wavy hair to the far off look in her eyes, and I had to take a minute. I missed her so much! I had to put the doll aside before I started crying (which I had done a lot as I found all our treasures in the attic) and opened the photo album.

			All Aunt Willie’s doll pictures were there. All the little fairies, the whimsical dragons, the princesses and kings and queens. Aunt Willie’s dolls were the reason I became a costume designer. And a damn good one too, if I say so myself! And then I realized all the other dolls were gone. I hadn’t found a single doll in all the other boxes.

			”At least I still have you,” I said, picking the Aunt Willie doll up again. “Where are all your friends?” I asked, then laughed. “Here I am, talking to a doll.”

			I fixed the doll’s hair. “I should make a friend for you,” I said, smoothing her dress. “Since all your friends have gone away. And I could take your pictures together. That would be a fitting tribute.”

			I set the doll down, propping her up against the teapot. I opened the camera bag, taking out the vintage Pentax, and peered at the tea set and doll. The lens was smudged and I took it from my eye to gently wipe the lens.

			”Oh,” I cried, “there’s still one photo left!”

			***

			It took a few days, but I found a doll online and ordered the fabric and trimmings. It took a bit to get used to making something so small; my sewing machine was not going to work with such tiny hems and pieces, so I had to stitch the whole thing by hand. It took three attempts, but I finally had the dress finished. Then I had to give the doll a face. I painted it to look like myself, a little narcissistic of me, I know, but I wanted to feel like Aunt Willie and I were together again, even if just as dolls.

			I went to the park nearby and used forced perspective and creative lighting to make it seem like the normal, human-sized, outdoor proscenium was doll-sized. I only had one picture left on the roll of film, so I took my time setting up the shot, taking pictures on my phone until it was just right to use the film. 

			The picture taken, I took the film down into the basement dark room – which had been left pretty much intact, except for replacing the developing chemicals – and developed the whole roll. Film may be old school, but I like the process involved. I even ordered more film for the camera. 

			The photos Aunt Willie had left undeveloped were beautiful and playful— a fairy garden party, the wedding of the fairy princess, each with tiny handmade outfits and detailed, painted faces. They told a story and I was sad Aunt Willie hadn’t been able to tell it herself. 

			When it was dry, I took my picture down from the drying line and smiled at it. Our dolls looked like sisters, and I was so glad I had taken the time to do this. I decided that I would frame it and hang it in the library.

			A bit of dust landed on the paper and I brushed it aside, and suddenly it felt as though I was falling, pulled by some invisible force, and I screamed.

			There was a bright flash of light, and I squeezed my eyes shut as it bent and swirled around me. I smelt ozone, like after a lightning strike, and I screamed out again. I felt like I was falling for a long time, and I was terrified of the landing, if it ever came. 

			I hit something with a heavy thud. It knocked the air out of me, and I laid there, blinking away the spots from my eyes and trying to catch my breath.

			”What the fuck?” I whispered as I got up and looked around. 

			I was standing at the arched entry to a castle, and it looked startlingly familiar. I went to pull my shirt down, because surely it was up to my armpits after…whatever the hell that was. 

			“What the fuck?” I said again. 

			I was no longer in the jeans and T-shirt I had been wearing just a moment ago. I was now wearing the dress that I had painstakingly sewed in miniature, and it fit like a glove. I muttered, ”What the fuck?” again, feeling a little like a broken record. 

			“Ava?” a voice called, and I spun around, eyes wide. I wasn’t used to the skirts and petticoats I found myself in, and they tangled around my legs and feet, sending me to the ground again.

			”Ava!” Aunt Willie called, running across the courtyard. She reached me and offered a hand to help me up, but I could only blink stupidly up at her. 

			“Aunt W-Willie?” I managed to stutter out. “Wilhelmina O’Connor?”

			”It’s me, Ava,” Aunt Willie laughed, grabbing my arm and yanking me to my feet. 

			“How? When?” I asked. “What the fuck, how?”

			Aunt Willie laughed, the sound bright and lovely, and I suddenly found myself on the verge of tears and pulled into a fierce hug.

			”Oh, I’ve missed you, Ava!” She pulled back and smiled, her eyes swimming just like mine. “I’ll explain everything, I promise. Just let me look at you.”

			She held me at arm’s length and I could hardly stop from looking at her in the same way. She looked just the same as I remembered, dressed as her doll had been. We could be sisters now; we looked about the same age. 

			“Is this real?” I asked, my voice thick with unshed tears. “I didn’t inhale developing fumes and pass out or anything?”

			”Oh, no Ava. This is real. I’m so glad you found my camera!”

			Aunt Willie linked our arms together and led me, unresisting, through the arches and into the castle.

			”Your camera?” I asked, finally registering her words. I tugged on her arm, but she just pulled me along behind her. “What about the camera?”

			”Let’s get to the library, and I’ll call for tea, then I’ll explain. I promise, Ava, I’ll explain everything.”

			It was a little surreal, sitting in a huge library in a fairy tale castle, large and grand enough to put even the library from Beauty and the Beast to shame, drinking tea with my aunt, who everyone thought was dead, wearing a dress I had sewed for a doll, and listening to said previously-assumed-dead aunt tell me about her camera and three rolls of magic film. Tiny gnomish women set the table with tea and scones and fresh, clotted cream.

			What even is my life? I thought as the gnome bowed her head to my aunt and scurried off, followed by another, who had carried the tray of delicious-looking food.

			”Three rolls?” I asked, setting my teacup down with the gentle clink of china on china. 

			“I used the first roll, and you must have finished the second.”

			Ava nodded.

			”Then there’s one left. But Ava, you have to be selective about your pictures. Their magic is one-time use only. Once you go into a picture, it’s just a picture.”

			”So this one…?” I trailed off. 

			“Will be just a lovely photograph when you return.”

			”And if I don’t? Return that is. Aunt Willie, I’ve missed you so much.” I found myself on the verge of crying again, and I cleared my throat heavily to push the tears back. 

			“I’ve missed you too, sweetheart.” She reached across the table for my hand and gave it a quick squeeze. “If you don’t go back when the time is up, you’ll stay here forever.”

			”Is that what happened to you?” I asked, leaning forward in my chair.

			”I made the choice to stay, Ava. You haven’t had time to make that decision. It shouldn’t be made without some serious thought.”

			”Why did you choose to stay?”

			Aunt Willie swallowed a bite of a delicate sugar flower, and took a sip of tea to wash it down.

			”That’s a story for another time,” she said with a smile.

			I nodded. 

			“How do I get back then?”

			”You’ll know when it’s time, and you just have to let it happen. Don’t resist the magic and you’ll be sent home.”

			I nodded again. 

			“What about all the photos in your album?”

			”All used,” Aunt Willie said. “But you’ll have all the ones from this roll to use. And if I remember correctly, they’re wonderful.”

			”They are,” I agreed. “Will you be here every time?”

			”If I’m in the picture, I’ll be there when you arrive, but if I’m not, I’ll know, and I’ll get wherever you are as fast as I can.”

			”Can you go back? Would you go back?”

			Aunt Willie shook her head. 

			“I couldn’t even if I wanted to. I like it here, Ava. This is my home now.”

			”Are you happy?” I asked. Aunt Willie smiled. 

			“As I’ve ever been. I am sorry that I left you, but I had to do what was good for me.” She took my hand again and covered it with her own.

			”I was sad, and I miss you so much, but I’m glad you aren’t really dead.” I sighed. “And I understand. Did you find someone?”

			”Another time, dear,” she said with a wink. 

			“Keep your stories, Aunt Willie. I will be back, and I will have them all!”

			Aunt Willie let out a loud snort-chuckle, and I couldn’t help but dissolve into laughter too. 

			As we were getting ourselves back under control, the library door opened and a man dressed in a long tunic and tinkling softly of chain mail stepped through. He had long, thick hair, and wore a close-cropped beard.

			”I’m sorry, m’lady,” he said and bowed. “I will return later.”

			He had a nice voice; it made me think of dark chocolate and spiced rum. 

			I jumped to my feet as he backed from the room, but I couldn’t find my voice to ask him to stay. 

			“Who is he? Do you know him?” I asked, though it was clear that he knew her.

			”I do, and maybe you will see him again,” Aunt Willie smiled. “But it is time for you to go now. Take care.”

			I froze as I felt an icy tingle travel up from my fingertips and over my whole body.

			”Don’t resist,” she reminded me. “I love you.”

			”I love you too, Aunt Willie,” I gasped as I felt the magic close over my head, like jumping into a cold pond and going under the water. I held my breath, and just when I thought I would run out of air, I was standing in the dark room, the photo in my hands, back in my jeans and T-shirt.

			Was it all just a dream? I wondered as I hung the framed photo on the wall. I touched the image of my aunt and wondered, not for the first time, if I hadn’t just hallucinated the whole thing.

			I went back downstairs and sat at the table, opening my laptop to check my email. I was expecting a contract any day now for a new job on a TV show! I was excited to create all the Regency dresses and suits that would be required. Period pieces are my favorite. 

			It still hadn’t arrived, but the network had sent an email assuring me that it would be in my inbox by Friday afternoon. They were just making sure to dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s. I sighed and looked away from the screen. Aunt Willie’s camera bag, sitting on the mantle, caught my eye. I went and got it, and pushed my laptop aside. 

			I opened the bag and took out the camera. I was an ordinary vintage camera, one I had seen Aunt Willie use many times. But then Aunt Willie had said the magic was in the film, not the camera. 

			So I pulled the camera bag close and began opening all the little pockets, searching for that last roll of supposedly magic film.

			I found the little film canister and shook it gently; it rattled. The canister looked like any other film canister—black tube, silver lid. I popped the top and dumped it into my hand. A little tag, wrapped around the roll, fluttered to the table. I ignored it for the moment, focusing on the film. 

			It had a white label with the brand name, Prism, in a plain bold font in a bright color spectrum. I had never heard of the brand, and I couldn’t find anything after a quick search. So I turned to the piece of paper that had been wrapped around it instead. 

			“Second Hand Magic,” I read aloud. There was an address too. “I wonder if it’s still there?”

			This time, my Google search gave me results. The shop still existed, and even though it was in a different location, it was owned by the same person.

			I fiddled absently with the tag as I stared at another of Aunt Willie’s photos— a grand banquet from the first roll of film.

			”Fuck it,” I said, quickly putting the film back in the canister, then both the film and the camera back in the camera bag. According to the shop’s Facebook page, Second Hand Magic was open now. I was going to check it out.

			Second Hand Magic was on a nostalgia-inducing Main Street, between a diner and a hair salon, with the door set back from the street and carefully arranged window displays calling me in. 

			A merry bell jangled as I walked in. The store smelled— well old really, on first smell, like a grandma’s house, old books and just a hint of must and dust. Just inside the door, there was a large, beautifully detailed Victorian house, and it lit up as I walked by. I peered in, caught by the details of the family at what looked like a birthday celebration. 

			“Can I help you?” a man’s voice came from behind the house, and I jumped a little. “Sorry,” the man laughed as he came around. “My Mirabel always did say I was too quiet.”

			”It’s ok,” I said, relaxing as he smiled. He was old and small, dressed in a blue sweater vest and brown corduroy pants, but he radiated kindness. His voice was soft and he spoke with a kind of slow drawl.

			“Can I help you find anything?” he asked.

			“Not right now,” I said, adjusting the strap of my purse on my shoulder. “I’m just browsing at the moment.”

			“All righty then. Holler if you need anything.” He smiled and nodded before turning and walking away, whistling something that reminded me of a carousel.

			I wandered the store – it was bigger than it seemed – careful to keep my purse tucked under my arm. There were lots of delicate, fragile-looking items on shelves and tables, and I didn’t want to inadvertently break anything. 

			I stopped at a large model of a spaceship, something that wouldn’t have been out of place in Star Wars. As I pressed in close, it almost seemed like tiny people were rushing around inside, getting the ship ready to take off. Scientists and astronauts have said that space smells like burnt metal and raspberries, and I could almost smell it coming off the ship.

			I shook my head and turned away to see what looked like a treasure map, framed and propped up next to a baseball and catcher’s mitt. As I got closer, I could smell the salt of the sea and hear the creak of wooden masts. It was mesmerizing, and when I realized that I was swaying slightly, as if I was on the deck of a tall ship and the waves were rocking the boat, I shook my head and forced myself to walk away.

			Nearly all of the items in the shop reminded me of the stories Aunt Willie used to read to me. There was a rose preserved under a glass dome that shimmered and had the faintest glow as I passed, a doll carriage that looked like it had been carved from a pumpkin and smelled faintly of fireplace ash. I wanted to take everything home with me and find them a place in our – Aunt Willie’s and my – collection. They all would have fit perfectly. 

			When I talked myself out of buying a tiny spinning wheel with golden thread on the spindle, I resolved to leave before I spent all my money. I turned to leave, but halfway to the door, I was stopped by a display of dolls lovingly arranged on little chairs at what looked like a Mad Hatter’s tea party.

			”Did something catch your eye?” the owner said, suddenly at my elbow. I jumped, though not as bad as the first time. 

			“Maybe.” I took a step closer, looking over each of the dolls. I remembered some of these! Some of them were Aunt Willie’s dolls! As my gaze drifted from the little fairy children and the princesses, I saw him, standing back from the party, the reins of a sandy colored horse in his hands. It was the man that had interrupted our tea, the knight with the neat beard.

			”They’re lovely, aren’t they?” he asked, carefully rearranging a few plates and chairs.

			”My aunt made some of these.”

			”Your aunt? You wouldn’t mean Wilhelmina O’Connor, would you?”

			I tore my eyes from the knight and his horse. 

			“Did you know her? I’m her niece, Ava.”

			”Oh, yes!” he cried, a smile lighting up his face. “She talked about you all the time. Does she still have that old camera I sold her?”

			I swallowed. He talked about my aunt as if he knew she was still alive somewhere. 

			“She does. I just found it recently.”

			My attention went back to the dolls, and I reached for the knight. He wore a purple cape and tunic with shining chain mail peeking out.

			”I’m pretty sure Aunt Willie made this one.” I flipped up the cape, and there, near the shoulder, was the small tag Aunt Willie sewed into all her doll clothes.

			”She did make this one!” I showed him the tag, before tucking the doll close and reaching for the horse. There was the same tag under the saddle blanket. The horse too had chain mail, and the saddle blanket matched the knight’s cloak.

			“How did you get these?” I asked, clutching the knight and horse to my chest. 

			“Second hand magic always seems to find its way to me, somehow, some way, eventually,” he said with a wink.

			“If your aunt made those,” he said, tapping the knight on the head, “I want you to have them. I think she would want that too.”

			”Are you sure?”

			”I insist.”

			”How much?” I asked. 

			“Oh,” he laughed. “I couldn’t make you pay for them. They’re yours!”

			”Please,” I said.

			I eventually talked him into taking fifty dollars for the knight and his horse as a sort of…storage fee, but I knew they were worth so much more. The doll I had bought was forty dollars on its own. I walked back to my car, the paper bag clutched tightly in my arms, and I couldn’t wait to get home. I wanted to put that new roll of film in the camera and see what pictures I could take.
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