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​Chapter 1 : The Knight Is Born
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When Rowan Grey was small enough to still believe the ocean kept secrets just for them, they made vows by moonlight.

It was the kind of promise childhood does best: dramatic, sincere, and entirely untrue once adulthood got its hands on it. Rowan and their friends—barefoot, sticky with marshmallow, crowned with blunt plastic crowns—had sworn to do something unforgettably brave before they were old enough to rent a car. They’d declared kingdoms and enemies and future glories while waves stitched salt to their ankles. Somewhere between that campfire and the summer they turned seventeen, the vow had mutated into an idea with a plan, and the plan had turned into a performance.

Rowan believed in shows. They believed in gestures that looked ridiculous until they suddenly did not. They believed, stubbornly and without irony, in romance as a form of justice. They called themselves a romantic like others called themselves practical; it was a label chosen with intention and worn like a patched cloak.

On the morning the helmet found them, Rowan was not looking for destiny. They were looking for something to stop the dull, humming anxiety in their chest—college forms, grades, the overcast of being seventeen in a town that felt designed to blur the edges of anyone who tried too hard. They were looking for a way to make the summer mean something before the trains of adult life began their slow, implacable arrivals.

The helmet was in a cardboard box beneath a pile of magazines at the thrift store on Main—two streets down from the lighthouse, which was basically the town’s beating heart and worst-kept secret. Rowan found it because they were looking at nothing in particular, fingers dragging over faded paperbacks until they snagged on something metallic and oddly shaped.

It was, if you wanted to be kind, a barber’s basin: a round, shallow metal bowl with one dent and three old, stubborn flecks of rust the color of dried blood. Someone—Rowan’s hands decided—had once balanced it on their head in a hurry, maybe to move it, maybe as a prank, and it stayed because the dent made it fit like a knuckle into a glove. It was ridiculous and wonderful and perfect.

Rowan held it under the thrift-store light and felt something click. Not a plan exactly—more a permission. Ideas felt like this sometimes: small, ridiculous things that later turned out to be necessary.

They bought it for three euros and a bag of thrift-store resolve and walked out into the thin, bright afternoon of Hollow Bay as if they had just acquired an instrument of state.

“Dude, what did you buy?” Sam called from where he was parked outside, legs swinging off the tailgate of his truck—a truck the color of unpolished pennies and agility. Sam always looked like he hadn’t slept enough for a decade and still somehow had too much energy for the day. He was the anchor to Rowan’s storm; if Rowan was a kite, Sam was the person who checked the line before they took off.

Rowan laughed, pressing the basin to their head like a crown. “Armor,” they said. “For today.”

“Is this a cosplay thing?” Sam squinted. He never mocked loudly; it was the small, sideways griefs that made him raise one eyebrow. “Because you can’t go viral for ‘antique barber’s basin.’”

Rowan tilted it like a visor. The thrift-shop dent fit their brow in a way that felt like destiny had a sense of humor. “It’s performance art,” they said. “Historic homage. And personal branding.”

Sam snorted but his hands were already coming to help, steadying Rowan while they threaded duct tape through a borrowed shoelace to secure the basin to Rowan’s head.

Rowan’s home was the kind of house that had learned to live with the ocean: salt-stained windows, a small garden that favored wind-tolerant plants, and a living room full of mismatched furniture that smelled faintly of coffee and old paper. Their mother worked mornings at the bakery; their father had been gone for three years and left a silence that sometimes had its own shape.

The house smelled like bread and the ocean, and as Rowan taped on the makeshift strap they thought of how all of Hollow Bay wore its past like a coat, mended at the elbows. People who left for better jobs were replaced by new names; small griefs circulated and hardened into local lore. That summer felt like a hinge: anything could turn.

By noon, the “armor” had a nickname. Rowan had duct-taped a strip of ripped cloth to the rim, a makeshift plume that fluttered in a way that made them feel more real. They named Rocinante in the stereo voice of someone creating myth—Rowan named the bicycle Rocinante because, of course they did. Even their bike, a warped, stubborn thing that had seen better beaches, became a horse if you squinted and supplied the proper belief.

Sam accepted the role of squire easily. He had sworn to Rowan when they were nine under the same sky of the campfire; he had sworn things like that before and kept most of them. Friendship, for Sam, was a ledger of small mercies.

Rowan prepped like a person planning a coup. They drew up lists, mapped out “acts of chivalry” on the back of napkins, and carried a phone with a creator’s kind of hunger—one that wanted to catch lightning in pixels and hold it. Part of the appeal, Rowan would not deny, was the potential for attention. Part of it, the larger part, was that they had felt life narrowing into boxes labeled “applications” and “someday.” The last summer before everything else felt like a chance to prove that they were not, actually, small.

They explained the plan to Sam over a breakfast of coffee and toast at a booth that had the perfect view of Main. Outside, the town moved in slow tidal rhythms: the delivery truck from the bakery, the woman who walked her dog the way a monarch parades, teenagers zipped on their mopeds like small black fish.

“Three acts,” Rowan told Sam, stabbing a french toast point for emphasis. “Before Labor Day. Not dumb stuff. Grand gestures. Acts that matter.”

Sam chewed and sighed. “You said that last week,” he said. “And the week before. What changes this time?”

“This time I mean it,” Rowan said. “Promise.”

Sam hummed. “I’ll come along. For the content.”

Rowan smiled wide enough the pastry steam fogged their vision. “For the cause,” they corrected.

They started small—necessarily. Hollow Bay was the kind of town where heroics folded into the ordinary and outlived themselves. The first “quest” was to help old Mrs. Karradine across the street; the second was to collect the fishing traps that had drifted near the pier. Neither was cinematic. Neither was viral.

What made them feel cinematic was how much Rowan believed they should be. They made speeches that people laughed at—Rowan’s flair for rhetoric turned a chore into a performance—and the town obligingly gave them a stage. Small children pointed. Teenagers at the café filmed with their phones the way birds file through the air and parents looked on like they were reading a chapter of a book they had read before but hadn’t quite finished.

Rowan began to build a brand because a brand is built out of small consistent acts. They painted a crest—lighthouse, crossed oars, seaspray—on a scrap of plywood and propped it up in the town square. It looked ridiculous to anyone who didn’t want it to be noble. To Rowan, it looked inevitable.

They painted in the kind of cobalt blue that made the sea feel inferior. The brush left a smear that looked like a map in Rowan’s imagination. Sam held the plywood steady, scolding and smiling at once.

“You’re an idiot,” Sam said, but his hand didn’t leave the wood.

“You’re an enabler,” Rowan retorted. “And that’s why you’re the best squire anyone could steal.”

Sam rolled his eyes and stayed. He recorded the moment on his phone because everything that could be filmed should be filed away for later, a kind of protective wallpaper for the future when nothing felt as big.

Rowan posted themself online that night in their armor: the basin strapped on, cape (bedsheet) flaring because they’d tied a rock to the end of it to create flow, hair sticking out at graceless angles. Their grin was showman-wide and almost sincere. They called it a “proclamation” and wrote too many words about honor in the caption. The local kids typed laughing emojis and heart emojis, the kind of baffled applause that made Rowan feel like a comet might decide to cross Hollow Bay’s sky just for them.

The comment that mattered did not come from any of the local kids. It arrived like a shadow sliding under the door—anonymous, cool, and immediate:

Do your worst, Knight.

Rowan read it three times. The words were tiny on the screen, but they sounded like a horn in their chest. It was the kind of provocation that begged performance. They felt something in their ribs, like a bell being rung in a hollow tower. Suddenly the whole plan felt sharper. The quest had a villain now—the internet, a stranger, an unseen opponent—or maybe it was a dare that took human shape in text.

“You okay?” Sam asked, watching Rowan like you watch someone standing on the edge of a pier.

Rowan smirked. “Perfect,” they said. “Someone just upped the stakes.”

Sam’s face shifted. “Does this mean someone’s gonna troll you nonstop?”

Rowan’s smile softened. “Maybe. But trolls tell stories, too.”

And that’s how the Knight of the Tide began: not with an epic scandal, not with a sword, but with duct tape, a thrift-store basin, and an anonymous nudge.

The first week after the proclamation, Hollow Bay’s social feed throbbing with small content, Rowan discovered a truth about attention: it multiplies like an algal bloom—sudden, messy, worrisomely fast. Clips of Rowan’s faux-chivalry—also known as actual good deeds—were stitched into five-second montages by bored teenagers. Some people laughed, some people applauded, and a few people who liked the idea of uncomplicated entertainment began to follow the story.

Attention warmed Rowan like sunlight and made them clumsy with possibility. They began to plan “projects” like someone plotting a garden: where to plant, when to water, how to make things bloom. They mapped out a list of three chivalric acts: a rescue of some sort (not a literal dragon; Hollow Bay was not that generous), a public shaming of symbolic cruelty (there was always cruelty on a small scale in Hollow Bay, the kind that hummed beneath polite conversation), and—if they were lucky—a final act that would be equal parts show and moral statement.

Rowan loved the idea of a finale. Great finales were like anchoring points in memory; they were what people remembered when everything else of a summer dissolved.

Sam loved the idea too, but in a different way. He loved the small practicalities: menu planning, camera angles, the way light hits faces at sunset. He had a talent for making Rowan’s disasters look like intention on film. In the early days, he would mutter under his breath about rose-colored glasses and dramatic arcs while perfectly humming in time with Rowan’s script.

“You think people want drama?” Sam asked one afternoon while they walked along the pier, their shoes sending up small, resigned clouds of dust. The pier smelled like old wood, salt, and the petroleum tang of fishing boats. Seagulls kept their distance—too much human energy, too many soundtracks, too much noise.

“People always want drama,” Rowan said. “They want stories to attach to like life preservers.”

“You mean like the Crane couple’s live-stream last month? They called it ‘Hollow Bay’s Finest Follies’ and then posted slow-motion shots of a guy falling off a paddleboard. People ate it up.”

Rowan stopped and watched a family carry an inflatable flamingo down the boardwalk. The Cranes were the kind of wealthy influencers who acted like a corporation with a face. They had money and cameras and the specific kind of cruelty practiced by people used to being read as entertainment. They made the town a stage and everyone else an extra.

“The Cranes are different,” Sam said. “They don’t do irony. They do ownership.”

Rowan thought of that. There were people in Hollow Bay who could be bought by a sparkly explanation, and there were people who would turn a human story into content like they were de-boning a fish. Rowan wanted to be different from that. They wanted their story to feel like meaning.

They continued their “acts.” One afternoon they climbed a fire escape to return a lost dog to a terrified elderly man who lived in a paint-chipped duplex. Rowan made a speech while handing over the dog, using words like “honor” and “community” in a way that felt both ridiculous and true. The man cried—just a little—and the moment was filmed. Someone turned it into a looped video set to a song with a swelling chorus. It got a thousand views in the afternoon and then settled into the comforting viewer-habit of the town.

It was the sort of fame that made people in the post office whisper and extra pats at the bakery line feel slightly longer. Rowan learned quickly that being a public person in Hollow Bay meant your actions gained weight. People started to expect things from them.

That was a problem at home. At night, when Rowan’s mother came in from the bakery and set down a bag of warm bread and the smell of butter filled the kitchen, she would watch Rowan on the couch—helmet there in the corner, cape folded like patient laundry—and say, “Don’t let it swallow you.”

Rowan would nod and smile like a child promising to do their homework. “I won’t,” they said, and the lie clicked into place where the truth had been.

Rowan was not immune to the small terrors of being seventeen. They had college forms waiting in a folder with beaded corners. They had to choose a future like someone deciding which color to paint a house—suddenly the wrong choice felt catastrophic. On the surface, Rowan presented performance; beneath it, worry wound itself like hair. Their plan to be the Knight of the Tide was a map drawn over the anxiety. It felt purposeful. It felt necessary.

Then, as all plans learn to do, the world complicated itself.

On a Tuesday afternoon, after the market had thinned and the sun started its gold slide toward the harbor, Rowan and Sam were walking home with a borrowed ladder and a crate of old lanterns. Rowan had promised to help the lighthouse museum with a display; Sam had promised to help because the ladder’s owner had promised pizza afterward, which was a persuasive offer.

They passed the iced-coffee stand that always had the same sleepy barista and the poster for the Harvest Fair with its carnival fonts and ridiculous vendor promises. The pier creaked like an old grin and a small crowd had gathered near the fountain. A kid had climbed the statue of the fisherman and now refused to come down. The kid’s mother was bright with worry, voice sharp with the sort of worry that makes others feel a little ashamed for existing.

Rowan should have walked around; they should have stayed with the ladder and the lanterns and the low, honest pleasures of small civic projects. Instead, the kid’s voice—thin, high—gave Rowan permission. They climbed the short wall, hoisted themselves onto the statue’s base, and in dramatic, careless silence, spoke to the kid in a voice that would carry.

“Hey there. I’m Rowan Grey, Knight of the Tide,” they announced. “I have come to rescue you from the perils of gravity.”

There was a beat of stunned silence and then a ripple: laughter, a few whoops. The kid giggled and then climbed down slowly, not from fear but because the audience made the base become a stage. Rowan’s performance saved the day and made a small loop of adoration that felt like sugar.

That night the clip went up: six seconds of crowning bravado and a kid hugging Rowan like they were a celebrity. Comments populated: “Iconic,” “Legend,” “stop he’s my son.” Someone put a crown sticker on Rowan’s head in a filter and the sticker didn’t look stupid at all.

And then someone else commented one word beneath the glowing replies.

Do your worst, Knight.

It came once, anonymous, and stayed—like a splinter under the skin. People argued in the thread, hearts and laughing faces, and Rowan watched them like a diver watches surface light. The comment’s tone could have been dare, encouragement, or challenge. Rowan didn’t know which. They felt something else too—like this particular piece of attention would want a price.

They slept badly that night, the thrift-store basin on the chair like a small object waiting to be used. Sam nudged them awake at dawn, not because they had to film anything but because that was what friends did when one of them had a fever pitch in their chest. Sam made coffee and said, “You’re dramatic.”

“Someone wants a show,” Rowan answered, and the words tasted like coinage.

The next day, there was another ripple. Someone posted a short, grainy clip of Rowan at the pier, then spliced in a slow-motion of Miles Carr—the polite, polished rival with a jaw that seemed carved and an influence in town that made people slightly bristle—snickering at the back. Miles was the kind of person who owned fewer sins and practiced them more loudly. He wore polo shirts like armor and had friends who were good at the exact same things as him—what Rowan could never be if they tried: easy wealth, inherited manners, a reputation that was impossible to topple not because it was sacred but because people preferred to overlook.

Miles’ clip had the caption: “The town’s newest content king. Do your worst, Knight.” It was the exact phrase in a loop that felt like echo in a cave. Rowan watched and felt the thin thread between the online dare and offline mockery tighten. Then they did something that made Sam throw up his hands.

They decided to escalate.

Rowan was stubborn in the way of people whose lives had spaces carved out by someone else’s departure. Where their father had left a silence, Rowan made noise. Noise was a way to insist on existence, to take up space the world kept whispering at them to minimize.

The plan was half prank, half manifesto: to reclaim the pier with performative nobility. They would climb the old Ferris wheel, the great rusted lucre of the abandoned amusement pier, and do something theatrical that would force everyone to watch. They imagined headlines that didn’t exist yet, pulsing like neon in their mind. The abandoned Ferris wheel was a relic that locals used for dares and drunken truth-telling. It had become a place where legacies went to rust.

Sam said no, of course. Sam said all the practical things—“we can get in trouble,” “we can get hurt,” “you’ll get arrested or meme’d into oblivion.” But when Rowan said, “I want it to be beautiful,” Sam’s protest softened to a smirk. He had been complicit since day one. He knew a photograph when he saw one; he knew the right angle to make a stupid thing feel momentarily brave.

They went at dusk, when the town’s tourists had thinned and the sky was the exact color of a bruise turned pretty. The Ferris wheel stood like a watchful skeleton, each car like a missing tooth. Rowan’s heart thudded against their ribs—joy and panic braided together.

They climbed the wheel through rust and memory. Rowan imagined it as a castle spire; they imagined Miles watching from below with all the judgment of a man who had never come close to drowning and so could not be trusted with sympathy. Sam steadied the ladder and filmed, whispering instructions like a stage manager.

Rowan reached the top and straddled a car like it was a throne. The town glittered faintly below—strings of lights, the dark lacquer of the water, the scatter of windows lit like referrers to other people’s smaller truths. They raised their arms and shouted something about chivalry and the tide. The wind took their voice and made it small; the crowd heard enough to cheer.

Then, the worst kind of viral thing happened: someone live-streamed their climb and dubbed it with mocking music that made Rowan look like a cartoon. The Cranes’ couple—Evelyn and Victor, who were always present like a second weather system—staged a live commentary and cut together clips into an elegant, cold montage. They added subtitles suggesting that Rowan’s quest was childish and overpriced for attention. Miles shared the clip and added his own meme: the thrift-basin-helmet photoshopped onto classical paintings.

Rowan felt the burn of humiliation ignite, and it made them furious. It also, secretly, made them press on harder. The humiliation became proof that what they were doing had teeth. If people mocked you, you had cut something close to the bone.

On the walk home that night, backlit by the town’s sodium lamps, Sam slid a hand into Rowan’s and squeezed it like someone who believed in practicing small, anchoring tenderness. “Stop filming the climb,” he murmured. “Promise me you’ll stop if it goes sideways.”

Rowan made promises like other people made lists. They promised Sam they would be careful. They promised their mother they would be back by curfew. They promised the town something like a moral and a show.

And the town promised, in return, to watch.

The Knight of the Tide’s apprenticeship was absurd and necessary. Rowan learned the rhythm of attention like a musician learns the distance between notes. They learned that people would forgive a folly if it was theatrically delivered; they learned that the same people would punish perceived egotism with a kind of spite that tasted sharp. The town’s affection was conditional and often comedic. Public favor was like a tide—lifting and pulling away as if in joke.

By the end of that week, Rowan had their followers—minor, earnest, and growing—and their critics—sharp, certain, and loud. They also had something else: a message in their social feed that was different from the ordinary likes or the amused comments. It was a tiny ripple that felt like an omen, a line that read:

Do your worst, Knight.

It taunted like a gauntlet thrown into the sand. Who had left it? Miles? The Cranes? A bored troll from another town? The identity mattered less than the effect. It made Rowan feel alive in a focused, dangerous way. They could pretend not to care. They did not pretend very well.

That night, at the end of an exhausted day that had tasted like salt and sugar and small triumphs, Rowan sat at their window with the thrift-store basin in their lap and wrote a list in a notebook. The list had a title in shaking letters: Quest One: The Rescue. They wrote a plan more elaborate than the situation deserved. They sketched ideas. They wrote speeches they could give in the event of triumph or tragedy. They rehearsed the kinds of sentences they would say if filmed.

Sam turned the lamp lower, the two of them conspiratorial beneath the gentle hum of the house. “Promise me one thing,” Sam said, finally, with his own kind of gravity.

“What?” Rowan asked, not looking away from the page.

“No matter what happens—likes, virality, mockery—you don’t let it be the thing you are.” Sam’s voice hitched in a way that made Rowan look up. “Promise me you’ll still be you when the cameras aren’t on.”

Rowan looked at Sam in the half-dark and felt something shift—like a board settling. “I promise,” they said.

Promises made at that hour often had the flavor of survival. They often bound people not in legalese but in the small, desperate ways that held a friendship together. Rowan believed the promise then like a quick bandage.

The first small rescue came the following afternoon. They found an elderly woman, Mrs. Gonzales, on the pier bench with her scarf tangled in a shopping bag strap, hands useless and mutinous in the attempt to free it. She was one of the town’s repository-people: the ones who remembered the storms and the names of everyone’s grandparents. Rowan knelt and teased the knot with

small, careful fingers and made her smile in a way that looked like sunlight sliding through a glass. The moment was tidy and human and filmed by a tourist whose camera stayed on the action like a benevolent bee.

Rowan’s video feed thrummed. Nothing catastrophic. Nothing exactly heroic. But the comments grew: He’s trying, Give him a break, He’s sweet. The tide of public opinion leaned toward mercy for a minute, and Rowan took a breath.

There were consequences. Small things—longer waits at the post office because people wanted to chat with them, offers for interviews on the local podcast, one woman offering to let them use her attic for a “Knight of the Tide” shrine. These were absurdities folded into the daily life to see whether Rowan could stand upright beneath the weight of people’s projections. Sometimes they did. Sometimes they flopped, and people took the footage and made a joke.

Rowan found, in all this, the axis of something new: attention required armor. The thrift-store basin was armor against the small violence of public talk. It made mockery into prophecy. When it sat on Rowan’s head, they could not tell whether they were blunting the world or being blunted by it. They were both.

The anonymous line that had tipped everything—Do your worst, Knight—feels now like a seed planted in good soil. The soil would sprout in one way or another. Rowan intended to make the growth beautiful.

Late that week, a weathered woman at the bakery slid an extra baguette into Rowan’s bag without charging. “For your travels,” she said. “Be careful on the pier. Old wood bites when people push it.”

Rowan promised they would be careful and felt the weight of the vow in their finger joints. The idea of being heroic was not romantic; it required small, boring caution. It demanded hours of thought and a strange diligence. In many ways Rowan loved that structure. It gave a purpose to their day that algebra and college forms did not.

On the last night of that week, their bedroom window open to the sea, the helmet beside the bed, Rowan wrote another list. The words felt bolder now: Act 1: Rescue. Act 2: Expose. Act 3: Finale. They dated the last with an imagined flourish: Labor Day. The date made the plan feel clear. It supplied a finish line it might otherwise lack.

Sam lay on the floor with his phone nightlight on, a small island of blue, listening to Rowan talk strategy in a half-terrified, half-ecstatic voice.

“Don’t be dramatic,” Sam said sometime after midnight, which is to say he begged the thing he knew Rowan could not entirely abandon.

“And don’t be boring,” Rowan answered, which was true. They were terrible at being boring. They made vows just to keep them. They made promises because they would not allow the town’s small dismissals to settle into the way things were supposed to be.

In the small hours, when the tide hissed beyond the window and the town sleep-breathed, Rowan felt like a person on the verge of making either the best or worst choice of their life. Both choices felt luminous. They had, for the first time in a long time, a map. That, in itself, felt like progress.

The Knight of the Tide had a laughable helmet and a ridiculous cape and a devotion to small theatrics, and that devotion made them a lighthouse of sorts: not because the town needed them, but because they had chosen a light and would not allow the dark to be simple.

And when the anonymous challenge glowed on their screen, the words stopped being a taunt and began to be a contract. Rowan touched the comment with a shaky finger and, for once, promised not only to the audience but to themselves that they would show up the way they’d always hoped they could: loud, unavoidable, and honest.

They did not know that promises made under lamplight pulled other hands, that there were people in Hollow Bay whose leisure was built on the humiliation of others. They did not know that performance had a cost beyond embarrassment. They only knew their next steps: plan, rehearse, act.

Rowan closed the notebook, smoothed the battered basin with a reverence that could have been religious, and lay awake until the sky lightened like a promise again.

The town slept. The ocean spoke in patient, indifferent sentences. Rowan Grey, Knight of the Tide, took in their breath and rose to meet the day—helmet wobbling, heart loud, and very ready for the world to notice.
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​Chapter 2 : Small Battles
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Rowan liked beginnings because they were honest. The world hadn’t yet repaired itself into habits. There was possibility in the crisp margin between yesterday and what you were about to do, and Rowan was greedy for margins.

The first week of the Knight had become a kind of homework: small, public, performative kindnesses that were easier to stage than to live. They were the things you did when you needed to convince yourself you were good—for an audience and for the quiet parts of yourself that kept score. If chivalry meant anything, Rowan reasoned, it began in the small, ridiculous places where courage was just patience plus a little drama.

The stray dog was the easiest, and for that reason, the most honest.

It found Rowan under the pier like a creature made from rumor—ribbed ribs, a wag that oscillated between desperation and relief, eyes that had learned to ask without expectation. People called it a mutt and shrugged; train it, feed it, give it a shelter number, somebody else said—everything a town says to push a problem onto the calendar and out of heartspace.

Rowan clipped their helmet on because it felt like armor and rolled Rocinante—actually a slightly rebellious secondhand bike—down under the planks. The dog approached like it had been waiting for permission from the ocean itself and then allowed Rowan to scoop it into trembling arms.

“Hi,” Rowan said, ridiculous and exact. The dog licked a thumb and accepted the hero role like a professional actor.

They put up missing-dog flyers with Sam, which looked absurd—a sheet of cardboard with a crudely painted crest and a picture of a scruffy dog—but the thing about rituals is they make you look less crazy. Someone filmed them at the pier and clipped a ten-second “rescue” montage. It had a soundtrack that rose and held in the place where Instagram presumes meaning.

For the two days after the video, people said Rowan’s name in different tones. Some were affectionate. Some were incredulous. A few were mean and inventive, like being a public person handed people the tools to build you into a joke. Rowan tried to hold both ends of it like an elastic band: resilient enough to snap back, careful enough not to be hurt by the rupture.

The dog got fostered by Mrs. Karradine for a week—she’d always wanted something to keep her company—and the clip found its way into a dozen small pockets of the internet. Strangers sent heart emojis. The bakery lady slipped Rowan an extra croissant and winked like a conspirator.

It felt good, for a time. Not the fame itself—Rowan kept telling themselves the point was the act—but fame is a tidal thing: it washes over and leaves slickness that is easy to slip on. Rowan learned quickly that public gestures gathered meanings the way puddles gather rain.

The second “quest” was less tidy. There was a man with a luxury sedan who thought Hollow Bay’s parking laws were suggestions and whose eyes were the exact shade of someone who’d been told he’d always win. He’d been blowing through crosswalks, checking his phone, and once he almost clipped a kid on a skateboard.

Rowan saw it happen in front of the café: a quick, careless lurch of entitlement. Their chest clenched with the kind of embarrassment that felt less personal and more like a town-wide social wound. “Excuse me,” Rowan said as the man backed his car like a king deciding when to descend his throne. “You can’t park like that.”

The man flicked a glance, the kind actors give to someone they believe is beneath them. “Do you want to call the cops?” he said in a tone that was meant to dismiss and make you small.

Rowan’s voice was louder, theatrical on purpose. “No, but I can make you move.”

Sam filmed from across the cobblestones because that was his job now—squire, cameraman, reluctant archivist. Rowan climbed onto the hood of the sedan like it was a stage and delivered a speech about being neighborly and not assuming your convenience is the yardstick for other people’s safety. It was performative and petty and exactly the kind of thing the internet clipped into a thirty-second moral.

The man, predictably, swore and backed away with a hiss and a muttered threat about social media that sounded hollow. He drove off with the kind of furious dignity reserved for people who have never once lost a game they thought they’d already won.

The clip racked up views. The comments split—some cheered Rowan for the stunt of human decency; others called it grandstanding. A local commenter said, “Knight of the Tide or Street Performer? Choose.” Rowan read it and felt the two pulls—validation and ridicule—like tides tugging on opposite sides of their ribs.

Sam, who, against all his sarcasm, kept things honest, said later: “You look good on a car.” He blinked as if that were a complete review.

Rowan smiled. “This is how you change a town,” they said, half mocking, half hopeful.

The thing about small battles is that they accumulate. They graduate your life from adolescent worry to a faint reputation. Kids in town started to mimic Rowan’s gestures in micro ways—opening doors, carrying groceries. It was almost enough to believe in the contagion of good.

And then there were days when the armor felt thin. Rowan’s mom watched them in the doorway of the kitchen while they came home, helmet in hand, grin wobbling. “You’re not trying to be somebody online,” she said quietly, concerned like only mothers can be. “You’re already somebody here.”

Rowan wanted to live both truths: be somebody here and make somebody everywhere. They promised her again, the promise thicker than the others because it had the weight of being mother-said. They stayed, folded the helmet on the table, and listened to the microwave hum.

The internet rhythm changed like New England weather—sun, wind, then the quiet that makes people speak. For two days Rowan’s clips rode high; then a thread about a celebrity visiting a nearby town hijacked the feed and pushed everything small into the margins. People moved on; Rowan learned that attention was a fickle friend. What endured was the small gratitude that people in Hollow Bay expressed—Mrs. Gonzales waving from her porch, teenagers giving a thumb-up as Rowan rode by on Rocinante. Those things mattered.

One afternoon, months not yet formed into seasons, Rowan pushed Rocinante to the little grocery at the corner because they were out of coffee filters and every life lived here involved coffee in some immediate, necessary way. The bell tinkled as they entered, and the fluorescent lights hummed like a soundtrack. The place smelled like plastic and citrus and the kind of grocery urchin stories like—toothpaste with a bargain sticker—were made of.

Rowan moved through aisles preening with confidence, helmet slung on the back of their bicycle like an odd bird. They had enough townsfolk recognition to receive nods—soft, approving—and it was humbling and validating and easily folded into their self-narrative.

At the end of the cereal aisle, a woman reached for a box of cornflakes at the same time Rowan did. Their hands brushed and Rowan made the polite, performative cocktail-party apology that felt like a recitation.

She didn’t laugh. She looked at the helmet tucked beneath Rowan’s arm and then stared straight at Rowan with a look that was almost reverent—not adoring, not suspicious, but something like respect given to someone who had declared themselves for a reason that made sense.

“You’re the Knight of the Tide,” she said, quietly. Her voice had the kind of lower register you reserve for secret information.

Rowan blinked. “Uh—yeah. Rowan Grey. That’s me.”

She smiled, a little sad at the edge. “My grandson used to make crowns out of trash and call himself a prince,” she said. “He died last winter. He’d have liked this.”

The words lodged like a stone. Rowan felt a clumsy empathy answer with the awkwardness of someone who’d never heard the town’s private histories before. “I’m sorry,” they said, and meant it with that small, specific grief reserved for local loss.

“No,” she said. “Don’t be sorry. Keep doing it. It helps us remember our kids were ridiculous and brave.”

There was weight in that. The woman paid for her cornflakes and left the store, the bell tinkling like a benediction. Rowan stood with their cart like someone who’d been given a small, unexpected map. Outside, Sam was waiting with a cigarette rolled into a smile. Rowan climbed into the truck and told him about the woman, their voice different because it was full of things larger than likes.

“You never know who you’re for,” Sam said. “Sometimes the people you save don’t have an Instagram.”

Rowan nodded. “Yeah,” they said. “Sometimes they don’t.”

And yet the screen pulled. It always pulled. That night Rowan scrolled until their eyes were tired and the comments blurred into the same gray. Someone posted a satire account—“KnightOfTide_IRL”—and filled it with memes. A local radio host joked about the spectacle. The Cranes had not yet entered the field with malice; they refined cruelty into product and called it entertainment, and that was a different kind of threat. Rowan’s name sat in all these brackets—praise, mockery, indifference.

The small victories mattered—like the dog finding a home, like a man moving his car, like the woman in the grocery. They meant the Knight could be useful and not just performative.

But attention made other things happen, too. People who had otherwise kept to themselves started to reach out with proposals and invitations. A podcast asked Rowan to come on as a “local curiosity.” A small charity wanted him to host a fundraiser. A private party offered to pay for a one-off “Knight performance” for a corporate thing. Each request felt like a rope tugged in a different direction. Some tugged toward sincerity. Some tugged toward vanity.

Rowan was learning to tell the difference, clumsily. The line between doing good because it’s good and doing good because the camera is on became a dialect in which Rowan was still plodding.

On the second Tuesday after the Ferris wheel, as the summer boiled toward the fermented sweetness of mid-season, the anonymous commenter from the first week—the one who had written Do your worst, Knight—left a new note. Not a public comment this time, but a private message: a string of words and a location. It was a tiny breadcrumb. Rowan read it and felt the familiar clatter that meant something had altered.

Pier. Tonight. Midnight. Come alone.

They read it twice. It was the sort of message that could be a threat from a bored kid, the start of a dare, or something else. Rowan’s stomach did a small, complicated flip. “Call it in,” Sam said when Rowan showed him the screen. He looked like he always did in crisis—more tired than he’d let on, eyes a little too sharp.
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