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The circus arrives without warning.

No announcements precede it, no paper notices on downtown posts and
billboards, no mentions or advertisements in local newspapers. It is simply
there, when yesterday it was not.

The towering tents are striped in white and black, no golds and crimsons
to be seen. No color at all, save for the neighboring trees and the grass of the
surrounding fields. Black-and-white stripes on grey sky; countless tents of
varying shapes and sizes, with an elaborate wrought-iron fence encasing
them in a colorless world. Even what little ground is visible from outside is
black or white, painted or powdered, or treated with some other circus trick.

But it is not open for business. Not just yet.
Within hours everyone in town has heard about it. By afternoon the news

has spread several towns over. Word of mouth is a more effective method of
advertisement than typeset words and exclamation points on paper
pamphlets or posters. It is impressive and unusual news, the sudden
appearance of a mysterious circus. People marvel at the staggering height of
the tallest tents. They stare at the clock that sits just inside the gates that no
one can properly describe.

And the black sign painted in white letters that hangs upon the gates, the
one that reads:

Opens at Nightfall
Closes at Dawn

 
 

“What kind of circus is only open at night?” people ask. No one has a
proper answer, yet as dusk approaches there is a substantial crowd of



spectators gathering outside the gates.
You are amongst them, of course. Your curiosity got the better of you, as

curiosity is wont to do. You stand in the fading light, the scarf around your
neck pulled up against the chilly evening breeze, waiting to see for yourself
exactly what kind of circus only opens once the sun sets.

The ticket booth clearly visible behind the gates is closed and barred. The
tents are still, save for when they ripple ever so slightly in the wind. The only
movement within the circus is the clock that ticks by the passing minutes, if
such a wonder of sculpture can even be called a clock.

The circus looks abandoned and empty. But you think perhaps you can
smell caramel wafting through the evening breeze, beneath the crisp scent of
the autumn leaves. A subtle sweetness at the edges of the cold.

The sun disappears completely beyond the horizon, and the remaining
luminosity shifts from dusk to twilight. The people around you are growing
restless from waiting, a sea of shuffling feet, murmuring about abandoning
the endeavor in search of someplace warmer to pass the evening. You
yourself are debating departing when it happens.

First, there is a popping sound. It is barely audible over the wind and
conversation. A soft noise like a kettle about to boil for tea. Then comes the
light.

All over the tents, small lights begin to flicker, as though the entirety of the
circus is covered in particularly bright fireflies. The waiting crowd quiets as it
watches this display of illumination. Someone near you gasps. A small child
claps his hands with glee at the sight.

When the tents are all aglow, sparkling against the night sky, the sign
appears.

Stretched across the top of the gates, hidden in curls of iron, more firefly-
like lights flicker to life. They pop as they brighten, some accompanied by a
shower of glowing white sparks and a bit of smoke. The people nearest to the
gates take a few steps back.

At first, it is only a random pattern of lights. But as more of them ignite, it
becomes clear that they are aligned in scripted letters. First a C is



distinguishable, followed by more letters. A q, oddly, and several e’s. When
the final bulb pops alight, and the smoke and sparks dissipate, it is finally
legible, this elaborate incandescent sign. Leaning to your left to gain a better
view, you can see that it reads:

Le Cirque des Rêves
 
 

Some in the crowd smile knowingly, while others frown and look
questioningly at their neighbors. A child near you tugs on her mother’s
sleeve, begging to know what it says.

“The Circus of Dreams,” comes the reply. The girl smiles delightedly.
Then the iron gates shudder and unlock, seemingly by their own volition.

They swing outward, inviting the crowd inside.
Now the circus is open.
Now you may enter.



Part I

PRIMORDIUM
 

 

The whole of Le Cirque des Rêves is formed by series of
circles. Perhaps it is a tribute to the origin of the word
“circus,” deriving from the Greek kirkos meaning circle, or
ring. There are many such nods to the phenomenon of the
circus in a historical sense, though it is hardly a traditional
circus. Rather than a single tent with rings enclosed
within, this circus contains clusters of tents like pyramids,
some large and others quite small. They are set within
circular paths, contained within a circular fence. Looping
and continuous.

—FRIEDRICK THIESSEN, 1892

 

A dreamer is one who can only find his way by moonlight,
and his punishment is that he sees the dawn before the
rest of the world.

—OSCAR WILDE, 1888



 
 



Unexpected Post
NEW YORK, FEBRUARY 1873

 
The man billed as Prospero the Enchanter receives a fair amount of
correspondence via the theater office, but this is the first envelope addressed
to him that contains a suicide note, and it is also the first to arrive carefully
pinned to the coat of a five-year-old girl.

The lawyer who escorts her to the theater refuses to explain despite the
manager’s protestations, abandoning her as quickly as he can with no more
than a shrug and the tip of a hat.

The theater manager does not need to read the envelope to know who the
girl is for. The bright eyes peering out from under a cloud of unruly brown
curls are smaller, wider versions of the magician’s own.

He takes her by the hand, her small fingers hanging limp within his. She
refuses to remove her coat despite the warmth of the theater, giving only an
adamant shake of her head when he asks her why.

The manager takes the girl to his office, not knowing what else to do with
her. She sits quietly on an uncomfortable chair beneath a line of framed
posters advertising past productions, surrounded by boxes of tickets and
receipts. The manager brings her a cup of tea with an extra lump of sugar,
but it remains on the desk, untouched, and grows cold.

The girl does not move, does not fidget in her seat. She stays perfectly still
with her hands folded in her lap. Her gaze is fixed downward, focused on her
boots that do not quite touch the floor. There is a small scuff on one toe, but
the laces are knotted in perfect bows.

The sealed envelope hangs from the second topmost button of her coat,
until Prospero arrives.

She hears him before the door opens, his footsteps heavy and echoing in
the hall, unlike the measured pace of the manager who has come and gone



several times, quiet as a cat.
“There is also a  …  package for you, sir,” the manager says as he opens the

door, ushering the magician into the cramped office before slipping off to
attend to other theater matters, having no desire to witness what might
become of this encounter.

The magician scans the office, a stack of letters in one hand, a black velvet
cape lined with shockingly white silk cascading behind him, expecting a
paper-wrapped box or crate. Only when the girl looks up at him with his own
eyes does he realize what the theater manager was referring to.

Prospero the Enchanter’s immediate reaction upon meeting his daughter
is a simple declaration of: “Well, fuck.”

The girl returns her attention to her boots.
The magician closes the door behind him, dropping the stack of letters on

the desk next to the teacup as he looks at the girl.
He rips the envelope from her coat, leaving the pin clinging steadfastly to

its button.
While the writing on the front bears his stage name and the theater

address, the letter inside greets him with his given name, Hector Bowen.
He skims over the contents, any emotional impact desired by the author

failing miserably and finally. He pauses at the only fact he deems relevant:
that this girl now left in his custody is, obviously, his own daughter and that
her name is Celia.

“She should have named you Miranda,” the man called Prospero the
Enchanter says to the girl with a chuckle. “I suppose she was not clever
enough to think of it.”

The girl looks up at him again. Dark eyes narrow beneath her curls.
The teacup on the desk begins to shake. Ripples disrupt the calm surface

as cracks tremble across the glaze, and then it collapses in shards of flowered
porcelain. Cold tea pools in the saucer and drips onto the floor, leaving sticky
trails along the polished wood.

The magician’s smile vanishes. He glances back at the desk with a frown,
and the spilled tea begins seeping back up from the floor. The cracked and



broken pieces stand and re-form themselves around the liquid until the cup
sits complete once more, soft swirls of steam rising into the air.

The girl stares at the teacup, her eyes wide.
Hector Bowen takes his daughter’s face in his gloved hand, scrutinizing

her expression for a moment before releasing her, his fingers leaving long
red marks across her cheeks.

“You might be interesting,” he says.
The girl does not reply.
He makes several attempts to rename her in the following weeks, but she

refuses to respond to anything but Celia.

*
 
SEVERAL MONTHS LATER, once he decides she is ready, the magician writes a

letter of his own. He includes no address, but it reaches its destination across
the ocean nonetheless.



A Gentlemen’s Wager
LONDON, OCTOBER 1873

 
Tonight is the final performance of a very limited engagement. Prospero the
Enchanter has not graced the London stage in some time, and the booking is
for a single week of performances, with no matinees.

Tickets, though exorbitantly priced, sold out quite quickly, and the theater
is so packed, many of the women keep their fans at hand to flutter against
their décolletage, warding off the heavy heat that permeates the air despite
the autumnal chill outside.

At one point in the evening, each of those fans suddenly becomes a small
bird, until flocks of them loop the theater to uproarious applause. When each
bird returns, falling into neatly folded fans on their respective owners’ laps,
the applause only grows, though some are too stunned to clap, turning fans
of feathers and lace over in their hands in wonder, no longer at all concerned
about the heat.

The man in the grey suit sitting in the stage-left box does not applaud. Not
for this, nor for a single trick throughout the evening. He watches the man
upon the stage with a steady, scrutinizing gaze that never wavers through the
entire duration of the performance. Not once does he raise his gloved hands
to clap. He does not even lift an eyebrow at feats that elicit applause or
gasps, or the occasional shriek of surprise, from the rest of the rapt audience.

After the performance has concluded, the man in the grey suit navigates
the crush of patrons in the theater lobby with ease. He slips through a
curtained door leading to the backstage dressing rooms unnoticed.
Stagehands and dressers never so much as glance at him.

He raps on the door at the end of the hall with the silver tip of his cane.
The door swings open of its own accord, revealing a cluttered dressing

room lined with mirrors, each reflecting a different view of Prospero.



His tailcoat has been tossed lazily over a velvet armchair, and his waistcoat
hangs unbuttoned over his lace-edged shirt. The top hat which featured
prominently in his performance sits on a hatstand nearby.

The man appeared younger on the stage, his age buried under the glare of
the footlights and layers of makeup. The face in the mirrors is lined, the hair
significantly greying. But there is something youthful in the grin that
appears as he catches sight of the man standing in the doorway.

“You hated it, didn’t you?” he asks without turning away from the mirror,
addressing the ghostly grey reflection. He wipes a thick residue of powder
from his face with a handkerchief that might once have been white.

“It is a pleasure to see you too, Hector,” the man in the grey suit says,
closing the door quietly behind him.

“You despised every minute, I can tell,” Hector Bowen says with a laugh. “I
was watching you, don’t try to deny it.”

He turns and extends a hand the man in the grey suit does not accept. In
response, Hector shrugs and waves his fingers dramatically in the direction
of the opposite wall. The velvet armchair slides forward from a corner
packed with trunks and scarves while the tailcoat floats up from it like a
shadow, obediently hanging itself in a wardrobe.

“Sit, please,” Hector says. “It’s not as comfortable as the ones upstairs, I’m
afraid.”

“I cannot say I approve of such exhibitions,” the man in the grey suit says,
taking off his gloves and dusting the chair with them before he sits. “Passing
off manipulations as tricks and illusion. Charging admission.”

Hector tosses the powder-covered handkerchief onto a table littered with
brushes and tins of greasepaint.

“Not a single person in that audience believes for a second that what I do
up there is real,” he says, gesturing in the general direction of the stage.
“That’s the beauty of it. Have you seen the contraptions these magicians
build to accomplish the most mundane feats? They are a bunch of fish
covered in feathers trying to convince the public they can fly, and I am



simply a bird in their midst. The audience cannot tell the difference beyond
knowing that I am better at it.”

“That does not make it any less frivolous an endeavor.”
“These people line up to be mystified,” Hector says. “I can mystify them

easier than most. Seems a waste to let the opportunity pass by. Pays better
than you might think, as well. Can I get you a drink? There are bottles
hidden around here somewhere, though I’m not entirely sure there are
glasses.” He attempts to sort through the contents of a table, pushing aside
piles of newspapers and a birdless birdcage.

“No, thank you,” the man in the grey suit says, shifting in his chair and
resting his hands on the handle of his cane. “I found your performance
curious, and the reaction of your audience somewhat perplexing. You were
lacking in precision.”

“Can’t be too good if I want them to believe I’m as fake as the rest of
them,” Hector says with a laugh. “I thank you for coming and suffering
through my show. I’m surprised you even turned up, I was beginning to give
up hope. I’ve had that box reserved for you the entire week.”

“I do not often decline invitations. Your letter said you had a proposition
for me.”

“I do, indeed!” Hector says, striking his hands together in a single sharp
clap. “I was hoping you might be up for a game. It has been far too long since
we’ve played. Though first, you must meet my new project.”

“I was under the impression that you had given up on teaching.”
“I had, but this was a singular opportunity I could not resist.” Hector

walks over to a door mostly hidden by a long, standing mirror. “Celia,
dearest,” he calls into the adjoining room before returning to his chair.

A moment later a small girl appears in the doorway, dressed too nicely for
the chaotic shabbiness of the surroundings. All ribbons and lace, perfect as a
shop-fresh doll save for a few unruly curls escaping her braids. She hesitates,
hovering on the threshold, when she sees that her father is not alone.

“It’s all right, dearest. Come in, come in,” Hector says, beckoning her
forward with a wave of his hand. “This is an associate of mine, no need to be



shy.”
She takes a few steps closer and executes a perfect curtsey, the lace-

trimmed hem of her dress sweeping over the worn floorboards.
“This is my daughter, Celia,” Hector says to the man in the grey suit,

placing his hand on the girl’s head. “Celia, this is Alexander.”
“Pleased to meet you,” she says. Her voice is barely more than a whisper,

and pitched lower than might be expected from a girl her size.
The man in the grey suit gives her a polite nod.
“I would like you to show this gentleman what you can do,” Hector says.

He pulls a silver pocket watch on a long chain from his waistcoat and puts it
on the table. “Go ahead.”

The girl’s eyes widen.
“You said I was not to do that in front of anyone,” she says. “You made me

promise.”
“This gentleman is not just anyone,” Hector replies with a laugh.
“You said no exceptions,” Celia protests.
Her father’s smile fades. He takes her by the shoulders and looks her

sternly in the eye.
“This is a very special case,” he says. “Please show this man what you can

do, just like in your lessons.” He pushes her toward the table with the watch.
The girl nods gravely and shifts her attention to the watch, her hands

clasped behind her back.
After a moment, the watch begins to rotate slowly, turning in circles on the

surface of the table, trailing its chain behind in a spiral.
Then the watch lifts from the table, floating into the air and hovering as

though it were suspended in water.
Hector looks to the man in the grey suit for a reaction.
“Impressive,” the man says. “But quite basic.”
Celia’s brow furrows over her dark eyes and the watch shatters, gears

spilling out into the air.
“Celia,” her father says.



She blushes at the sharpness of his tone and mumbles an apology. The
gears float back to the watch, settling into place until the watch is complete
again, hands ticking the seconds forward as though nothing had happened.

“Now that is a bit more impressive,” the man in the grey suit admits. “But
she has a temper.”

“She’s young,” Hector says, patting the top of Celia’s head and ignoring
her frown. “This is with not even a year of study, by the time she’s grown she
will be incomparable.”

“I could take any child off the street and teach them as much.
Incomparable is a matter of your personal opinion, and easily disproved.”

“Ha!” Hector exclaims. “Then you are willing to play.”
The man in the grey suit hesitates only a moment before he nods.
“Something a bit more complex than last time, and yes, I may be

interested,” he says. “Possibly.”
“Of course it will be more complex!” Hector says. “I have a natural talent

to play with. I’m not wagering that for anything simple.”
“Natural talent is a questionable phenomenon. Inclination perhaps, but

innate ability is extremely rare.”
“She’s my own child, of course she has innate ability.”
“You admit she has had lessons,” the man in the grey suit says. “How can

you be certain?”
“Celia, when did you start your lessons?” Hector asks, without looking at

her.
“March,” she answers.
“What year, dearest?” Hector adds.
“This year,” she says, as though this is a particularly stupid question.
“Eight months of lessons,” Hector clarifies. “At barely six years of age. If I

recall correctly, you sometimes start your own students a bit younger than
that. Celia is clearly more advanced than she would be if she did not have
natural ability. She could levitate that watch on her first try.”

The man in the grey suit turns his attention to Celia.


