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Chapter 1 — The Summer Job
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The fireworks stand looked different in daylight.

At night, it could almost convince you it mattered—cheap neon glow strips flickering against plywood walls, boxes stacked like they meant something more than seasonal impulse buys, music from a speaker pretending the whole thing wasn’t temporary.

In the morning heat, it was just wood and dust.

And already too hot.

Owen stood outside it with a clipboard he didn’t really need, scanning the inventory like repetition might make it more stable. The sun pressed down hard enough to make the ink on the page feel like it was sweating too.

He checked the list again.

“Fountains... sparklers... rockets...”

The door creaked open behind him.

“Please tell me you’re not narrating that out loud,” a voice said.

Owen didn’t turn immediately. He already knew.

“You’re late,” he said instead.

“I’m not late,” Jax replied. “I’m arriving at a time emotionally aligned with the universe.”

Owen finally looked over.

Jax Merrick stood in the doorway like he didn’t belong to anything that required structure. Backpack hanging off one shoulder. Shirt slightly wrinkled like sleep had been optional. Hair still damp like he’d given up on planning his morning entirely.

And that expression—

Like nothing could possibly be as serious as other people made it.

Owen held out the clipboard.

“Sign in.”

Jax stepped inside, glancing around the stand like it was a museum exhibit labeled bad decisions, seasonal edition.

“This place smells like chaos and liability,” he said.

“It’s fireworks,” Owen replied.

“That doesn’t help,” Jax said. “That’s worse, actually.”

Owen didn’t respond. He just watched Jax move deeper inside, already touching things he hadn’t been told to touch.

That was the problem.

Jax acted like everything was already his.

Owen did not.

He followed him in and shut the door, cutting off the bright glare of morning.

Inside was dimmer, tighter. Shelves lined both walls, packed with colorful boxes promising explosions in aggressive fonts: SKY RUSH, MEGA BURST, FINAL SHOWDOWN.

Jax stopped at one.

“Which one of these is the ‘definitely illegal in three states’ section?”

“None,” Owen said.

Jax looked back at him. “That sounded rehearsed.”

Owen flipped a page on his clipboard. “Because I’ve said it before.”

“Yeah,” Jax said. “That tracks.”

Silence settled for a moment.

Then Jax broke it again.

“So are you always this intense, or is it like a seasonal job personality?”

Owen didn’t look up. “I’m not intense.”

Jax let out a short laugh. “You’re holding a clipboard like it owes you money.”

“It might,” Owen said.

That made Jax pause—just a second longer than expected.

Then he smiled.

Owen didn’t like how easy that was.

“Inventory starts in ten minutes,” Owen said.

Jax nodded. “Yes, boss.”

“I’m not your boss.”

“Emotionally?” Jax said. “Debatable.”

Owen stopped walking for half a beat.

Then kept going.

By afternoon, the stand had turned into something like an oven someone forgot to turn off.

Heat pressed in through thin walls. The air smelled like cardboard, dust, and the faint chemical edge of fireworks waiting for permission to become something louder.

Owen stood behind the counter, counting stock.

Jax sat on a stool that looked like it had never agreed to this arrangement, spinning slightly on it.

“You ever think,” Jax said, “this is just capitalism with glitter and a higher risk of injury?”

“No,” Owen said.

“You didn’t even consider it.”

“I did,” Owen said. “I rejected it immediately.”

“That’s kind of your thing, huh?” Jax said.

“What is?”

“Deciding things are wrong before they get a chance.”

Owen capped his pen. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re careful,” Jax said. “Like... aggressively careful.”

Owen stood up.

“I’m taking a break.”

Jax lifted a hand lazily. “Enjoy your emotional regulation time.”

Owen didn’t answer.

He stepped outside.

The road beyond the stand was empty except for heat shimmer and passing cars that didn’t belong to anything nearby. Everything felt too open out here, like the world hadn’t decided where to stop yet.

He leaned against the side of the stand and exhaled.

Behind him, the door creaked again.

Jax came out holding a bottle of water.

Didn’t speak right away.

Just stood there beside him like silence was something he was trying on.

Then—

“There’s an arcade in town,” Jax said.

Owen glanced at him. “So?”

“So we should go later.”

“We have work.”

“After,” Jax corrected. “Unless you’ve got a competing appointment with paperwork I should be jealous of.”

Owen looked toward the road.

Then back at him.

“We’ll see,” he said.

Jax smiled like that meant yes.

And that was the first mistake neither of them named.

The arcade sat in town like it had been there forever and never planned to leave.

PIXEL PALACE ARCADE

The neon sign flickered unevenly, like it couldn’t decide if it still cared.

Inside, it was noise and light and motion. Machines chiming, flashing, rewarding nothing with everything. Air smelling like soda syrup and old carpet and electricity that never fully shut off.

Owen paused just inside the door.

This was not efficient.

This was not necessary.

This was—

Jax grabbed his wrist.

“Come on,” he said.

And before Owen could decide anything, he was moving.

They passed racing games and basketball hoops and claw machines that looked personally invested in disappointment.

Jax stopped at air hockey.

“Oh,” he said. “You’re going down.”

“I’m not playing,” Owen said automatically.

Jax was already dropping coins in. “You are now.”

Owen stared at the table. Then at him.

“This isn’t part of the job.”

“It is now.”

The puck dropped.

And for the first time all day, Owen stopped thinking in lists.

Later, outside, the sun had started to drop.

The fireworks stand waited in the distance like it hadn’t noticed anything had changed.

Jax walked beside him, hands in his pockets now.

“So,” Jax said, “you’re not completely unbearable.”

Owen didn’t look at him.

“That’s not a compliment,” he said.

Jax grinned. “It’s a start.”

And Owen didn’t correct him.

Not this time.
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Chapter 2 — Closing Time Rules
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By late afternoon, the heat stopped feeling like weather and started feeling like structure.

It pressed against the fireworks stand the same way it pressed against skin—steady, unavoidable, like the day had decided there was no reason to ease up just because people were inside it.

Owen finished the last inventory check without speaking.

Jax didn’t try to help.

Not really.

He hovered in that way that suggested effort without direction—leaning against shelves, reading labels out loud just to hear his own voice bounce around the cramped space.

“Sky Burst,” he said, lifting a box. “That sounds like a band that broke up after one album.”

“Put that down,” Owen said.

Jax did, slower than necessary. “You always talk like that?”

“Like what.”

“Like everything is one wrong move away from becoming a problem.”

Owen clicked his pen shut. “Because it usually is.”

Jax studied him for a second, like he was trying to decide whether that was a joke or a warning.

Then he nodded once.

“Yeah,” he said. “That tracks for you.”

Owen didn’t respond.

He stacked the final clipboard sheets, aligned them perfectly, and set them in the drawer under the counter. Everything had a place. Everything stayed in its place. That was the only system that worked consistently.

Outside, a truck passed too fast for the road it was on, dust trailing behind it like it didn’t belong anywhere either.

Jax watched it through the open side window.

“You ever think about just leaving?” he asked.

Owen didn’t look up. “Leaving what.”

“This,” Jax said, gesturing vaguely. “Small-town summer job energy. The whole... trapped-in-a-postcard thing.”

Owen finally glanced at him.

“I’m not trapped.”

Jax raised an eyebrow. “You said that fast.”

Owen shut the drawer. “We’re closing early.”

That ended the conversation in a way Owen preferred.

He moved to the front of the stand, flipping the handwritten sign from OPEN to CLOSED. The letters were uneven, like everything else in here that depended on whoever had last cared.

Jax came up beside him.

“So that’s it?” Jax asked. “We just turn off the fireworks and pretend we don’t exist until tomorrow?”

“That’s how closing works,” Owen said.

Jax leaned out the doorway, looking at the empty roadside.

“I think I’d be bad at structure,” he said.

Owen locked the register. “You already are.”

Jax laughed, but it didn’t carry the same energy as earlier. It softened halfway through, like something in him had briefly considered seriousness and decided against it.

They stepped out into the evening together.

The sun was lower now, dragging gold across the tops of the fields. The road felt less harsh, but only because everything else had started to blur at the edges.

Owen locked the stand door behind them.

The click sounded final in a way he didn’t like thinking about.

Jax kicked a small rock off the gravel.

“So what now?” he asked.

“Home,” Owen said automatically.

Jax looked at him. “That’s not a plan. That’s a dismissal.”

Owen didn’t answer.

He started walking toward the parking area where their cars sat at opposite ends of the lot, like they had been placed there on purpose to avoid conflict.

Jax followed anyway.

“Arcade again?” Jax asked.

Owen didn’t slow down. “We were there once.”

“That’s enough for tradition to begin,” Jax said.

Owen stopped at his car.

“You don’t get to decide that.”

Jax stopped a few feet away.

For a second, he didn’t speak.

The noise between them was just crickets starting up in the field beyond the road, testing the air like they were unsure if it was safe yet.

Then Jax shrugged.

“Fine,” he said. “Diner then.”

Owen opened his car door. “Why.”

Jax leaned slightly against his own car now, like he was settling in for negotiation.

“Because I’m hungry,” he said. “And because if I go back to wherever I’m supposed to be, I’ll just sit there thinking about how this town feels like it pauses too much.”

Owen paused.

That wasn’t what he expected.

Jax continued, a little less joking now.

“And because you’re going to say no unless I make it inconvenient enough to say yes.”

Owen looked at him.

“You think you’ve figured me out,” Owen said.

Jax shook his head. “No. I think you’re predictable when you’re uncomfortable.”

That landed harder than it should have.

Owen got into his car before he had to respond.

The diner sat at the edge of town like it had survived everything by refusing to change.

Neon sign buzzing faintly: MAYBELLE’S 24 HOUR DINER

Inside, it smelled like coffee that had been reheated more times than it admitted and fryer oil that had long stopped pretending to be temporary.

Owen chose the same booth without thinking about it.

Jax followed and slid into the opposite side like it was normal for him to act like he belonged in places instantly.

A waitress came over without looking surprised by either of them.

“What’ll it be, boys?”

Jax leaned forward. “Milkshake.”

“What flavor?”

“Whatever tastes like I made a good decision today.”

The waitress blinked once.

“Chocolate,” Owen said.

She wrote it down and walked away.

Jax looked across the table.

“You ordered for me,” he said.

“I didn’t,” Owen replied.

“You corrected my bad decision.”

“That’s different.”

Jax smiled faintly. “Not really.”

Silence settled again, but it didn’t feel like the stand’s silence. This one had softer edges. It came with the hum of a refrigerator somewhere behind the counter and the distant clatter of plates.

Owen sat back slightly.

He shouldn’t have come here.

That thought arrived late, like most of his better judgments did after he’d already committed to something.

Jax tapped the edge of the table once.

“You’re thinking again,” he said.

“I’m always thinking.”

“Yeah,” Jax said. “That’s the problem.”

Owen looked at him.

“What is that supposed to mean.”

Jax didn’t answer immediately. For once, he seemed to choose his words instead of just throwing them into the air.

“It means,” he said finally, “you act like thinking is the same thing as staying safe.”

Owen’s jaw tightened slightly.

The waitress returned with two milkshakes anyway.

Owen hadn’t ordered one.

Neither commented on it.

Jax took a sip, then leaned back.

“This is decent,” he said.

“It’s a milkshake,” Owen replied.

“No,” Jax said. “It’s a reminder that things can be simple and you don’t have to interrogate them.”

Owen stared at him.

“That’s not how life works.”

Jax shrugged. “It is sometimes. You just don’t trust those parts.”

Owen looked down at his own drink without touching it yet.

The diner lights flickered once overhead.

Outside, the town kept existing in its quiet, ordinary way—cars passing, people moving, nothing announcing itself as important.

Inside, Jax was still talking.

But Owen wasn’t listening to the words anymore.

He was noticing the pauses between them.

And the fact that, for some reason he didn’t have a name for yet, those pauses didn’t feel empty.

They felt occupied.
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