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Alex found himself smiling at his phone, something that had become a common occurrence in the six months since he’d been dating Sarah. He could practically hear her voice through the screen, a cascade of excited emojis and exclamation points detailing her weekend getaway with her college friends. ‘Spa day! So much needed wine! bikini pics incoming!’ He typed back a quick, loving reply about missing her already, his thumbs moving effortlessly across the screen.

"Tell her I said hi and to have a shot for me," a voice called from the living room. Zack was sprawled on their couch, Xbox controller in hand, knocking back the last of a beer from their fridge.

"Will do," Alex shouted back. "And tell your lazy ass to get its own beer next time."

"In your dreams, man," Zack shot back without looking away from the screen. "The host provides."

Alex shook his head, smiling to himself. If anyone had told him a year ago that he'd be best friends with his girlfriend's older brother, he would have laughed. But there it was. Zack, at twenty-nine, was five years Alex's senior, but you'd never know it. Where Alex was steady and deliberate, Zack was a chaotic, infectious storm of energy. They'd bonded over their shared love of terrible sci-fi movies and an even worse taste in dive bars. They'd discovered they had the same, slightly morbid sense of humor, a perfect counterpoint to Sarah's brighter, more optimistic view of the world. The three of them fit together like puzzle pieces Alex hadn't even known were missing.

His phone buzzed again. It was Sarah, this time with a video call. He swiped to answer, her beautiful, sun-kissed face filling the screen. The noise of her friends cackling in the background made him grin.

"Hey, you," he said. "Looking like you're having the time of your life."

"I am! This is exactly what I needed," she beamed. "But, okay, I need a huge, massive favor." Her expression shifted to one of slight pleading, a look he knew well. It was her "trouble" face.

"What is it? Did you forget to pay the electric bill again?" he teased.

"No, smartass. It's my Aunt Carol's fiftieth birthday party. It's tomorrow night. I completely forgot about it with this trip, and Mom just called to give me a guilt trip for the ages. I was supposed to be there."

"Ah. The mandatory family fun night."

"Exactly," she groaned. "But I can't miss this weekend. So... I was wondering if you would go for me? You know Mom, she'd be crushed if neither of us showed."

"Me? Alone? To your family's birthday party?" Alex raised an eyebrow. "Isn't that a bit... forward?"

"Not if you're with Zack," she said, and then her voice softened. "Look, Alex... that's the other thing. Zack's been in a real funk lately. That whole thing with Rachel really messed him up. He's been moping around his apartment for weeks. I think it would be good for him to get out, have some fun away from the usual scene. He'll probably say no if I ask, but he won't say no to you. Could you... would you mind taking him with you? Represent us?"

Alex glanced into the living room, where Zack was currently yelling at the television screen, celebrating a victory in whatever game he was playing. Represent them. The thought was both endearing and dangerous. It solidified his place in the family, but also entangled him deeper in its complex web of dynamics.

He thought about Zack. The "funk" was an understatement. The breakup with his long-term girlfriend had hit him hard, casting a shadow over the usually irreverent man. For Zack to ask, Sarah must be genuinely worried.

"Yeah, of course," Alex said, his voice softer than he intended. "I'll take him. We'll go on behalf of Team Us."

Sarah's relief was palpable through the phone. "Thank you, thank you! You're the best! Just have fun, drink my aunt's terrible boxed wine, and try not to let him get into too much trouble."

"I'll do my best," Alex promised, though he suspected he knew exactly who would be leading who into trouble that night.

Alex ended the call, the smile still lingering on his lips as he set his phone down on the kitchen counter. The high-pitched buzz of the party girls slowly faded from his ears, replaced by the shouts of victory and the faint, dramatic swell of a video game soundtrack from the living room. He walked back into the room, leaning against the doorframe and watching as Zack dropped the controller onto the couch cushions and pumped a fist in the air.

"I am the undisputed king of the galactic frontier," Zack declared, grabbing his empty beer bottle and pointing it at Alex like a trophy. "Tell me you witnessed that flawless victory."

"I wouldn't call rolling your face on the controller 'flawless,' but it was effective," Alex said, a smirk playing on his lips. He crossed his arms. "So, you've been formally invited."

"To what? A banquet in my honor?" Zack asked, already reaching for another beer from the mini-fridge they kept next to the gaming console.

"Close. Aunt Carol's fiftieth birthday bash. Tomorrow night. It's a non-optional event, signed, sealed, and delivered by your loving sister." He watched Zack's face, expecting a dramatic groan.

As if on cue, Zack's brow furrowed. "Ugh, Carol? Seriously? Her parties are always so... beige. We're talking dust-ruffles, punch with way too much ginger, and Uncle Dave's lecture about the stock market." He twisted the cap off his beer and took a long swallow. "Pass. I'd rather gargle with acid."

"Yeah, that's the vibe I got," Alex agreed, pausing for effect. "Which is why Sarah asked me to go."

Zack stopped mid-swallow, lowering the bottle slowly. A look of what could only be described as sheer horror crossed his face. "You? You're going to take my place? Alex, you can't. They'll ask you about your 401k. They'll want to know your five-year plan. They'll corner you." The urgency in his voice was comical.

"I wasn't going to go alone. That was the other part of the request," Alex said, his tone casual. He saw the moment Zack's brain connected the dots, the shift from sympathetic dread to dawning comprehension.

"NO," Zack said, pointing a finger at him. "Don't even say it."

"She's worried about you."

"I'm not worried."

"She thinks you're in a funk."

"I'm not in a funk. I'm... recalibrating."

"She wants me to drag you out of the house so you don't spend another weekend communicating solely through grunts and controller buttons," Alex finished, letting the grin break free on his face. "She thinks a night of mandatory family fun with your future brother-in-law will do you some good."

Zack slumped back against the couch, tossing his head back to stare at the ceiling. "Oh, this is blackmail. This is emotional terrorism, and you're her weapon of choice." But Alex could see the fight draining out of him. The idea of Alex, the good-natured outsider, facing the firing squad of their extended family alone was apparently more daunting than going himself. "So we're going together. Great. Just what I needed. Beige-decoration-overload with a chaperone."

"I represent 'Team Us'," Alex quoted, waggling his eyebrows. "She said we're going on her behalf."

The humor in Zack's eyes died for a fraction of a second, replaced by something Alex couldn't quite read. He looked down, swirling the beer in his bottle. When he looked back up, a ghost of his usual smirk was in place.

"Team Us," Zack repeated softly, the words sounding different on his tongue. "Alright, fine. You win. But you're buying me a drink afterward. And if Uncle Dave tries to show me the latest app for tracking his cryptocurrency portfolio, I'm diving out the nearest window."

"Deal," Alex said, stepping further into the room and clinking his own water bottle against Zack's beer. "But I'm not bailing you out of jail if you break Aunt Carol's bay window."

Zack just laughed, a genuine, hearty sound that echoed in the small apartment. It was the first time Alex had heard him laugh like that in weeks. It sounded like victory.
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The Saturday evening air was thick and humid as Alex pulled his car up to the curb in front of Zack's building. He killed the engine, the sudden silence feeling a little too heavy, and glanced at the passenger seat. A last-minute-bought bottle of mediocre whiskey sat in a gift bag, a peace offering for Aunt Carol. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, an unfamiliar thrum of nervous energy humming beneath his skin. It was just a party. With Zack. They'd hung out a hundred times. So why did this feel different?

The front door to the building opened and Zack stepped out, and Alex's breath caught in his throat. He'd seen Zack a thousand times in everything from oversized hoodies to paint-stained gym shorts, but he'd never seen this Zack. He was wearing a slim, black tank top that clung to his torso, revealing the full, sculpted lines of his shoulders and chest. It was the kind of shirt designed for showing off, and it was working overtime. His arms, corded with lean muscle from his near-obsessive gym sessions, were on full display. As Zack lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the dying sun, Alex noticed the dark, tempting dusting of hair under his arm, a surprisingly intimate detail in the waning light. The smell of his cologne, a spicy, woody scent he only wore for "special occasions," hit Alex before Zack even opened the car door.

Zack slid into the passenger seat, bringing the charged air with him. "You're staring," he said, a smirk playing on his lips as he buckled his seatbelt. "Do I pass inspection?"

"Just... noticing you cleaned up nice," Alex managed, his voice a little rougher than he intended. He cleared his throat and pulled away from the curb. "Trying to impress Aunt Carol, are we?"

"Trying to make sure no one mistakes me for the bartender," Zack shot back, settling into the seat with a sigh. "God, I can't believe I let you talk me into this. I feel like I'm heading to my own execution."

Alex laughed, a little too loudly. "Come on, it won't be that bad. Free food, right?"

"Yeah, beige food for beige
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