
THE STORYKEEPER CHRONICLES

BOOK FOUR

Merrick And The

Archive Of Living Memories

Copyright

MERRICK AND THE ARCHIVE OF LIVING MEMORIES

The Storykeeper Chronicles — Book Four

First published 2026

Text copyright © 2026 Jeff Muff. All rights reserved.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,

or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical,

photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without the prior written

permission of the publisher.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Book Summary

Table of Contents

Chapter 1: The Circus Comes to Town

Chapter 2: What Merrick Does in the Ring

Chapter 3: The Woman Who Forgot the Morning

Chapter 4: Seren Lark

Chapter 5: Joby's Photographs

Chapter 6: The Archive of Living Memories

Chapter 7: Mira Caul's Secret

Chapter 8: What Gets Taken

Chapter 9: The Memory Keeper

Chapter 10: The First Return

Chapter 11: The Shape of Taken Things

Chapter 12: Mira Before the Circus

Chapter 13: The Reckoning Tour

Chapter 14: Three Hundred and Ninety-Eight

Chapter 15: What Seren Found

Chapter 16: Joby's Binder

Chapter 17: The Cost of Keeping

Chapter 18: What Mira Gives Back

Chapter 19: The Last Return

Chapter 20: The Circus Without Walls

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Book Summary

[image: ]


❧


Some things are taken so gently you never feel the taking.

Merrick Caul has grown up in the Caul Travelling Circus, and every Friday night he stands in the ring and gives audiences back the memories they had forgotten: the smell of a grandmother's kitchen, the warmth of a voice that used to make everything feel safe, the texture of an ordinary morning that mattered more than anyone realised at the time. He has always thought this was his gift.

He is half right.

When a girl who sees patterns in everything and a boy who forgets nothing sit in the audience on the same October night, Merrick discovers the other half of the truth: for every memory he returns during the performance, someone behind him is taking it away again. And the someone is the woman who raised him. Who loves him. Who has been afraid of disappearing since she was nine years old and found a way to stay that cost everyone around her the most ordinary, irreplaceable thing: the memory of a Tuesday evening.

The Storykeeper Chronicles' most daring book asks the hardest question of all: what do you owe the person who built your world out of what they stole from others?


❧
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❧

It always came at night.

This was not a coincidence and it was not a logistical necessity and it was not, as the circus's posters claimed, "tradition." It was strategy, precise and deliberate, and Merrick Caul had understood this since he was seven years old, sitting in the back of the equipment lorry watching the lights of a sleeping town appear in the dark and thinking: they don't know we're coming yet, and that is exactly how Mira wants it.

The Caul Travelling Circus arrived in Dunmore-on-Wye on a Wednesday in October at twenty past two in the morning. Not a soul saw it come. By the time the town woke up, the Big Top was already in the market square: a deep midnight-blue tent, no colour of the ordinary circus world, with silver stars stitched into the fabric that caught even the weakest light and threw it back brighter than it deserved to be. Around the tent: caravans in a perfect crescent, each one painted in the same midnight blue, each one facing inward. The whole arrangement had the quality of something that had always been there and had simply chosen, this morning, to be visible.

Merrick had slept in the lorry and woken with a kink in his neck and the particular feeling of arrival, which was different from place to place but always contained the same note: something about to begin.

He was thirteen, lean, with dark eyes and dark hair and the kind of face that was difficult to read from any angle, which was something Mira had always valued in him and which he had only recently begun to understand might not have been accidental. He had never attended a school for longer than three weeks in any one place, which meant his education was uneven in the way that a field is uneven when it has been planted in patches: some parts very deep and some parts not touched at all. He could navigate by stars and estimate crowd sizes by sound and speak convincingly in three different accents. He did not know his times tables past seven.

He climbed out of the lorry and stood in the market square of Dunmore-on-Wye in the cold October morning and looked up at the Big Top.

"Merrick." Mira's voice, from somewhere behind the tent.

He went around.

Mira Caul was standing at the tent's rear entrance, a clipboard in one hand and a mug of something in the other, conducting the morning's setup with the quiet authority of a person who had been doing this for a very long time. She was somewhere between fifty and sixty-five; Merrick had never been given a specific age and had stopped asking at around ten, when it became clear the question made her do something that wasn't quite a smile and wasn't quite annoyance but was the exact expression she wore when she had decided not to answer a thing. She was tall and wore her grey hair in a practical plait and had the kind of stillness that large animals and very confident people share: never moving when stillness would do.

"Get the rigging checked before the others are up," she said. "Phelan left the left-side anchor loose at the last site. I don't want that repeated."

"Good morning," said Merrick.

"When the rigging is checked it will be," said Mira, and almost smiled, and went back to her clipboard.

He checked the rigging. He checked it methodically, which was the only way to check it, because a loose anchor in a Big Top was not a mild inconvenience but a serious structural problem, and the Big Top was the heart of everything they did and everything they were. While he worked, the circus woke up around him: the small sounds of caravans beginning their days, the smell of coffee appearing from several directions at once, the particular morning-of-a-new-town energy that Merrick had grown up in and could read the way weather readers read the sky.

Phelan — real name Phil, but circus names were how you were known here and Phelan was how he had introduced himself twelve years ago and it had stuck — emerged from his caravan at half past six with a mug and a guilty expression regarding the left-side anchor. He was forty-something and enormous and specialised in feats of strength that were genuine and appeared impossible, and he had been with the circus since before Merrick could remember, which made him one of the fixtures of Merrick's world.

"It was late," said Phelan, in a very small voice for a very large man.

"It was," said Merrick. "Sort it."

Phelan sorted it.

By midday the town knew the circus was there. This was also part of the strategy: you arrived before they expected you and then you let them discover you, rather than announcing yourself with fanfare and advance notice. The discovery was more powerful than an announcement. People walking to work found the midnight-blue tent in the market square and stopped and the stopping produced more stopping, until by eleven o'clock there was a small crowd outside the entrance and the first poster had gone up on the bulletin board outside the post office.

THE CAUL TRAVELLING CIRCUS.

PERFORMING FRIDAY AND SATURDAY ONLY.

TWO NIGHTS ONLY. THIS TOWN ONLY.

These details were always true. The circus never extended a run and never returned to a town it had visited before. This was the most important rule, the one Mira had held to without exception across the entire life of the circus. Merrick had heard the reason from her only once, when he was nine and persistent: we give them something extraordinary and then we leave before it becomes ordinary. He had accepted this at nine. He was beginning, at thirteen, to have questions about it that he did not yet know how to ask.

Friday came with the particular quality of Fridays in towns where the circus was in residence: an anticipatory warmth, the feeling of something building toward the evening. Merrick had spent Thursday in preparation for his act and Friday afternoon in the stillness that Mira required him to maintain before performing. She called it settling. He sat in his caravan and was still, and let the afternoon quieten around him, and thought about the evening.

He had been performing since he was eight. He was not, technically speaking, the circus's headline act. That was Phelan's strength show, and the aerial work done by Lucette and her twin Flor, and the illusionist named Dex who had the most elegant hands Merrick had ever seen. Merrick's act was shorter than any of theirs and did not involve physical spectacle. He stood in the centre of the ring in plain clothes and he spoke to the audience.

He spoke directly to them, individually, moving from person to person as the words came to him. He did not know in advance what he would say. He only knew that when he stood in the ring and looked at a specific face, something arrived: a warmth, a fullness, an image with texture and smell and sound attached to it, belonging to something enormous that he had never been able to name or fully understand. And the image arrived in him and he put it into words.

He described an old house to a woman in the third row and she began to cry before he had finished the first sentence, not with unhappiness but with the specific emotion of something recognised from a very long distance. He described a morning to a man in the back, a summer morning with a very specific smell, and the man sat absolutely still for the duration and then, when Merrick moved on, looked at his hands the way people look at things they thought they had lost. He described a voice — someone's voice, a quality of it, the specific warmth of a voice that had once made a frightened thing feel unfrightened — to a girl of about fifteen sitting in the sixth row with her family, and the girl had to leave her seat.

This was what he did. He had always done it. He had no idea, until this October in Dunmore-on-Wye, what it actually was.

The Friday show ended at twenty-two minutes past nine. He knew the time precisely because at twenty-two minutes past nine, as he was taking the circuit's bow with the rest of the company, he became aware of two things simultaneously.

The first: a girl sitting alone in the front row who was not watching the company take their bows. She was watching him, with the specific attention of someone who has not come to be entertained but to understand something.

The second: the woman two rows behind her, who was sitting very still with her hands in her lap and her eyes slightly unfocused in the way of someone trying to hold onto something that is already going. She had the expression of a person who has just tipped a glass and is watching the liquid fall and cannot reach the glass quickly enough.

He had seen that expression before.

He had never let himself examine it closely. He did not know what it was called.

Tonight, looking at the woman in the third row and the girl in the front row watching him, he felt something he had not felt before in five years of performing: the specific cold of understanding something you have been not-understanding on purpose.

He stepped back from the bow.

Mira, beside him, touched his arm lightly. "Good show," she said. It was what she always said after a good show.

"Yes," he said.

But he was looking at the woman in the third row, who was now being helped gently from her seat by a man who appeared to be her husband, and who kept touching her own face with the confused repetition of someone checking that a familiar surface is still there.

And he was looking at the girl in the front row, who was still looking at him with the expression of someone who has been watching something for a long time and has just confirmed what she suspected.

She had a notebook in her hand. In the notebook, she had been writing something. He was too far away to read it.

But the cover of the notebook had, in her own handwriting, a title that he caught for one second before the lights dimmed: PATTERNS I HAVE FOUND THAT NOBODY BELIEVED.

He stood in the dark of the Big Top after the audience had left and he thought about the woman who had lost her expression and the girl who had been watching him.

He thought: I have been not-understanding something for five years.

He thought: it is time to understand it.

He was not yet afraid. Fear would come later. For now there was only the understanding, arriving like weather you have felt on the air before the sky changes, long before you can point to a cloud and say: there, that is where it is coming from.

He went to find the girl.

❧
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❧

She was outside the Big Top when he found her, sitting on the steps of the box office kiosk with her notebook open on her knee, writing in it by the light of her phone. She had the focused quiet of someone who writes things down immediately after they happen because they do not trust their memory to hold the exact shape of a thing without corruption from the waiting.

"You were watching me," said Merrick, "specifically. Not the show."

She looked up.

In the light of her phone she was twelve, maybe, or a small thirteen. She had the look of someone Welsh, something in the bone structure, and dark hair cut very practically, and the expression of someone who has been watching patterns in things since she was old enough to look at things and is accustomed to people not understanding what she means when she describes what she sees. Her name, he would learn shortly, was Seren Lark, which was her real name, not a circus name, and meant star in Welsh, which she had always found slightly embarrassing given that she had not asked for it.

"You were watching the woman in the third row," she said. "At the end. When you should have been taking your bow."

"She was distressed," he said.

"Yes," said Seren. "She was. She had the same expression as the other seven."

He went very still.

"Which other seven?" he said, with the careful tone of someone who already knows the answer and is asking to confirm rather than discover.

"Seven other people, across the performance," said Seren. She tilted the notebook toward him. She had been making a table: seat numbers, approximate ages, rough descriptions, and in the last column, timestamps. "They each had the same response at the moment you addressed them directly. The unfocused look. The hands. The expression of searching for something that should be there." She paused. "They were not simply moved. Moving people is a different response. I've seen a great deal of moving people. This was not that."

Merrick looked at the table.

He said: "What is it, then?"

She looked at him with the expression she always wore when she was deciding how much of her conclusion to share before testing whether the person she was talking to was worth sharing it with. It was, she later told him, a conclusion she had developed out of necessity; she had been sharing conclusions prematurely since she was six and had learned that the reception was generally not worth the cost.

"Searching for something that should be there," she said again, "is the expression of a person who has lost a memory. Not forgotten. Lost. Those two things feel different. A forgotten thing has a vague edge: you know the shape of the space it left. A lost thing has no edge at all. You don't know it's gone until you reach for it and find the space doesn't have a shape."

He looked at
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