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Chapter One

The Phonology of Erosion
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Word of the Day: Deep Structure (noun)

Definition:

	(Linguistics) The underlying abstract meaning of a sentence, from which the surface structure is derived via transformation rules.

	(Romance) The foundational grammar of a relationship that remains historically intact, even when the surface dialogue consists entirely of panic, rain, and the threat of wet cement.
Usage: “The storm stripped away the topsoil of the boatyard, revealing the deep structure of the cove: a history of smuggling, secrets, and mud.”


Diary Entry: November 4th

Location: The Miller Archive (Currently vibrating due to wind velocity)

Mood: Stratigraphic

Current Status: Examining a patch of damp rot that looks suspiciously like Henry VIII.

There is a violence to a Maine November that feels personal. It is not merely weather; it is a rhetorical argument. The wind does not blow; it interrogates. It demands to know why your windows are single-paned and why you thought a wool coat would be sufficient armor against an atmosphere that consists entirely of salt spray and spite.

I was sitting at my desk in the Archive—which Frank had lovingly restored, and which nature was now lovingly trying to dismantle—listening to the storm batter the shingles. Bronte, now three years old and possessing the chaotic energy of a rogue semicolon, was currently “organizing” my tragic poetry section by color.

“Blue is sad,” Bronte announced, tossing a first edition of The Bell Jar onto the floor. “Yellow is happy.”

“Yellow is jaundice, darling,” I corrected absently, staring out the window at the churning grey harbor. “And please don’t throw Sylvia Plath. She’s been through enough.”

The phone rang. It was the landline, a black rotary beast that Mrs. Higgins insisted connected directly to the ghost of Alexander Graham Bell.

“Teach,” Frank’s voice crackled over the line. He didn’t say hello. Frank treats phone greetings as inefficient verbal padding.

“Mechanic,” I replied, instantly alert. I knew that tone. It was his Code Red tone. It was the tone reserved for catastrophic engine failure, tourists putting diesel in unleaded tanks, or Sophie attempting to perform surgery on a seagull.

“You need to come down to the yard,” he said. The wind was howling in the background, a white-noise scream that threatened to swallow his vowels.

“Now? It’s gale force nine, Frank. The weatherman used the word ‘biblical’.”

“Yeah, well, the Bible just rearranged my coastline,” Frank shouted. “The storm surge undercut the dry dock. The concrete slab cracked open.”

I grabbed my coat. “Is the Scrimshaw II okay?”

“The boat is fine. It’s what’s under the boat that’s the problem.”

“What’s under the boat, Frank? Mud? Worms? A forgotten stash of Odette Pike’s parking tickets?”

There was a pause. A heavy, pregnant silence that traveled down the wire and settled in my stomach.

“Ribs, Teach,” Frank said, his voice dropping to a hush I had never heard before. “Big, wooden ribs. The mud washed away. There’s a ship coming up out of the earth.”

The scene at Hollis Marine & Auto Repair was less a “repair shop” and more an “archaeological disaster zone.”

The storm had turned the world gray—gray water, gray sky, gray mud. The wind whipped my hair into a frenzy of tangled syntax as I navigated the treacherous path down to the flats.

Half the town was already there. In Bracken Cove, a catastrophe is just a community meeting with worse weather.

Harper Linwood was standing on a crate, holding a clipboard protected by a heavy-duty plastic bag, shouting into the gale. “Liability! This is a liability nightmare! If a tourist falls into a historic hole, our insurance premiums will skyrocket into a new tax bracket!”

Finn Kline was hovering near the edge of the crater, looking mournful. “The humidity rising from this pit is going to destroy the sourdough mother,” he said to no one. “I can feel the yeast panicking.”

And there, in the center of the chaos, was Frank.

He was waist-deep in the mud, wearing chest waders and a look of grim determination. He was trying to brace the foundation of his main workshop with hydraulic jacks, but the earth was fighting him.

I slid down the embankment, my Hunter boots sinking into the slurry with a wet shluck sound.

“Frank!”

He looked up. His face was streaked with grease and mud, his eyes sharp and worried. He pointed into the hole that had opened up beneath the concrete slipway.

I looked. I stopped breathing.

It wasn’t just debris. Rising out of the black, anaerobic muck were curved timbers. Oak, black as ebony from centuries of submersion. They curved upward like the ribcage of a leviathan. It was the hull of a ship, preserved in the clay, massive and impossible.

“It’s a brigantine,” I said, the words tumbling out before I could fact-check them. “Or a schooner. Mid-18th century, judging by the curvature of the futtocks.”

“It’s a structural hazard,” Frank grunted, wiping rain from his eyes. “Teach, look at the shop. The north corner is hanging over empty space. If I don’t fill this hole with concrete by high tide, the whole building goes into the drink.”

I stared at him. The wind roared, but suddenly, the intellectual distance between us felt wider than the Atlantic.

“Concrete?” I repeated, the word tasting like ash. “Frank, you can’t pour concrete over this. This is... this is provenance. This is history. We need an excavation team. We need carbon dating. We need to brush this off with tiny toothbrushes, not bury it in cement.”

“I have a business to run,” Frank said, his voice hard. “I have payroll on Friday. If the shop collapses, I can’t fix boats. If I can’t fix boats, I can’t buy the tiny organic berries Bronte likes.”

“This ship could rewrite the history of the Cove,” I argued, stepping closer to the edge. “The town charter says we were founded by farmers. This proves we were smugglers! Don’t you see the linguistic implications? The dialectal shift from agrarian to maritime?”

“I see a hole that is eating my livelihood,” Frank said. He signaled to Sam Hollis, who was operating the cement mixer truck on the ridge above. “Spin it up, Sam!”

“No!” I scrambled down, placing myself physically between the cement chute and the ancient timbers. It was a ridiculous gesture. I am five-foot-four and made mostly of tweed and anxiety. Frank is six-foot-two and made of torque.

“Isla, move,” Frank warned.

“This is Deep Structure!” I shouted over the wind. “You cannot just overwrite the text, Frank! You have to read what was there before!”

Frank looked at me. Then he looked at the ancient, rotting wood that was threatening to swallow his mechanic’s bay. He sighed. It was a long, ragged exhale that deflated his shoulders.

“Sam!” he yelled up the hill. “Kill the mixer!”

The truck fell silent. The wind howled.

Frank waded through the mud toward me. He stopped inches from my face, smelling of rain and old diesel. He took my cold, gloved hands in his warm, calloused ones.

“You have twenty-four hours,” he said, his voice low. “I made a call, Teach. There’s a guy coming in from Portland. A specialist. They say he’s the best at ‘Structural Salvage.’ If he says the ship goes, it goes.”

“A specialist?” I frowned. “Who?”

“Gideon Smyth,” Frank said. “Apparently, he digs things up for a living. Harper is already checking his permits.”

At the mention of the name, Harper Linwood, who had been aggressively auditing a puddle, suddenly dropped her clipboard. It landed in the mud with a final, wet slap.

“Gid?” Harper said, her face going a shade of pale that matched the winter sky. “You called Gideon Smyth? The man who once tried to pay his property taxes in antique whaling harpoons?”

Frank didn’t answer. He was looking past me, toward the edge of the dock where two teenagers were huddled under a single, oversized umbrella.

One was Jasper Hollis, Sam’s nephew, sixteen and possessing the lanky, awkward grace of a folding chair. He was staring into the mud pit with a look of existential dread. Next to him was Tess Higgins, Mrs. Higgins’ grand-niece, who had arrived for the winter with a suitcase full of dark eyeliner and a profound disdain for small-town life.

Jasper was leaning toward her, his face a vivid shade of scarlet. “I, uh... I have a metal detector,” he stammered. “In case you wanted to, you know, find some... metal.”

Tess didn’t look at him. She adjusted her headphones. “Metal is just oxidized history, Jasper. It’s all going to turn to dust anyway. Why bother?”

Jasper nodded vigorously, as if she had just recited a Keats sonnet. “Right. Dust. Totally. I love dust.”

Frank caught my eye and managed a grim, mud-streaked smile. “See, Teach? New generation, same old syntax errors.”

He kissed me, hard, a kiss that tasted of salt and stalemate.

“Better get reading,” Frank said. “The storm isn’t done with us yet.”

Isla’s Observation Log:

	The Ship: Definitely 1700s. Possibly a blockade runner. The wood is groaning in a dialect I haven't translated yet.

	Frank: Currently furious. He is expressing his anger by aggressively organizing his wrench drawer. The clicking sound is terrifying.

	The Incoming Variable: Gideon Smyth. Judging by Harper’s reaction, he is the human equivalent of an irregular verb—difficult to conjugate and prone to causing total system failure.

	The Youth Demographic: Jasper Hollis appears to be attempting to flirt via the medium of "Geological Nihilism." It is linguistically fascinating and socially agonizing to witness.

	To-Do:



○  Call the State Archaeologist (beg).

○  Find a rhyme for "concrete" that isn't "defeat."
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​Chapter Two

​The Syntax of Salvage
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Word of the Day: Fricative (noun)

Definition:

	(Linguistics) A consonant sound, such as f or v, produced by forcing air through a narrow channel, causing audible friction.

	(Social) The specific sound made by two people with a complicated romantic history attempting to have a professional conversation in a public space.
Usage: “The dialogue between Harper and the salvage captain was entirely fricative; a series of hissed warnings and sharp exhales that threatened to strip the paint off the pier.”


Diary Entry: November 5th

Location: The Harbor Wall (Zone of impending impact)

Mood: Braced

Current Status: Watching a rusted tugboat violate three separate maritime zoning laws simultaneously.

In linguistic terms, Frank is a declarative sentence. He is direct, factual, and ends with a solid full stop.

Harper Linwood is an imperative sentence. She is a command, a list of rules, a structure that demands obedience.

Gideon Smyth, as it turns out, is a run-on sentence written in all caps, likely misspelled, and screaming across the water at six knots.

We were gathered on the main pier—me, Frank, Harper, and a shivering cluster of the Syntax Society who had heard rumors of “historical drama” and arrived with thermoses. The storm had passed, leaving behind a sky of bruised purple and a sea that looked like churned concrete.

“He’s late,” Harper announced, tapping her watch. She was wearing her ‘Crisis Blazer’ (navy blue, waterproof) and holding a binder that was visibly trembling. “He was supposed to be here at 0800. It is 0804. This is typical. This is exactly why his business license is listed as ‘conditional’ in the town registry.”

“Relax, Harp,” Frank said, leaning against a pylon. “He’s coming from Portland in a tug that was built when Truman was president. Give him a minute.”

“I don’t have a minute,” Harper snapped. “I have a structural collapse imminent and a budget meeting at ten. And if he thinks he can just barge in here and—”

A low, guttural roar cut her off. It sounded like a dinosaur clearing its throat.

Around the breakwater came a vessel that could only be described as “aggressively ugly.” It was a tugboat, painted a peeling industrial orange, with a crane mounted on the back that looked like a skeletal arm. The name on the bow, barely visible through the rust, was The hanging Clause.

“He named his boat a grammar pun?” I asked, squinting.

“No,” Harper said, her jaw tight. “He named it after a legal term. Because he’s always caught on a technicality.”

The tug didn’t slow down. It plowed through the chop, ignoring the designated approach vectors, and aimed straight for the service dock at Hollis Marine.

“He’s coming in too hot,” Frank muttered, straightening up.

“He’s going to hit the pier!” Mrs. Higgins shrieked, clutching her pearls.

On the deck of the tug, a figure appeared. He was wearing a grease-stained Aran sweater that had clearly seen better decades, and a beanie pulled down low. He didn’t look like he was panicking. He looked like he was parking a bicycle.

At the last possible second—when collision seemed inevitable—the engine roared in reverse, the water churned white, and the boat drifted sideways, kissing the dock bumpers with a gentle thud that didn’t even spill the coffee in my mug.

Silence fell over the pier.

The man on the deck killed the engine. He vaulted over the gunwale, landing on the dock with a heavy boot-stomp. He stood up, wiped his hands on his jeans, and looked straight at us.

Gideon Smyth was not “movie star” handsome. He was “industrial accident” handsome. He had a scar through one eyebrow, a nose that had been broken at least once, and eyes the color of sea glass that looked like they were constantly laughing at a joke you didn’t get.

He ignored Frank. He ignored me. He walked straight up to Harper Linwood, who was holding her binder like a shield.

“Morning, Auditor,” Gideon said. His voice was gravel and woodsmoke. “You look stressed. Is your spreadsheet acting up?”

Harper didn’t blink. “You are four minutes late, Mr. Smyth. And you are docked in a ‘Loading Only’ zone.”

“I am loading,” Gideon said, gesturing vaguely at the town. “I’m loading up on your sunny disposition.”

“You have three unpaid citations from 2019,” Harper countered, opening her binder. “One for ‘Unlawful Salvage of Municipal Property,’ one for ‘Noise Violation involving a Bagpipe,’ and one for—”

Gideon reached out—slowly, deliberately—and put his hand over the binder, closing it.

The contact made Harper flinch. A spark, visible and electric, seemed to jump between them.

“I’m here to save a boatyard, Harper,” Gideon said, his voice dropping. “Not to balance your books. Unless you want Frank’s shop to slide into the Atlantic, I suggest you put the paperwork away and let me see the hole.”

Harper
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