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Chapter 1 - Ezra

[image: ]




The spotlight hit my skin like a lover's caress, hot and intimate against my glitter-dusted shoulders. Three hundred people breathed with me in the pulsing darkness of Flamingo Nights, but when I moved my hips to the thundering bass, they became a single entity, my entity, responding to every flourish of my hands, every dip of my body. The music wasn't just playing; it was pouring through me, transforming into something alive, something electric. This was power. This was home.

"Come on, darlings," I purred into the microphone, my voice sliding through the club like honey. "Let me see you shine."

The crowd surged, hands reaching toward the stage, faces flushed with joy and alcohol and freedom. Their scents mingled in the air, a hundred different perfumes, colognes, and the unmistakable sweet-sharp notes of omega pheromones. Flamingo Nights had earned its reputation as an omega haven in a city that often forgot we existed beyond stereotypes and sidekick roles.

I spun, the fringe of my gold top catching the light, sending fractured reflections across the dance floor. The DJ transitioned perfectly into the bridge. Mika had been with me since day one, her timing impeccable, and I hit my mark, dropping into a crouch that made the front row scream with delight.

That's when I saw him.

Back corner, by the emergency exit. A man who didn't belong, not in his crisp charcoal shirt, not with that rigid posture, and certainly not with those storm-cloud eyes watching me without a flicker of emotion. Even from across the room, his scent cut through the perfumed chaos, pine and rain and unmistakable alpha musk. Powerful. Controlled. Cold.

I'd seen his type before. City officials, bank managers, landlord representatives. Men who looked at Flamingo Nights and saw nothing but noise violations and fire code technicalities. Men who never understood what we'd built here.

Well, honey, watch this.

I held his gaze as I rose from my crouch, letting my omega scent, sweet spice and jasmine, drift deliberately toward the vents. Not enough to be crass, just enough to be noticed. His nostrils flared slightly. Good.

"This next one's for all the beautiful misfits," I announced, nodding to Mika. "The ones they told were too loud, too soft, too much, not enough."

The opening notes of "Liberation" poured through the speakers, and I let myself become liquid, moving with a deliberate grace that I knew would catch even the most disinterested eye. Every roll of my shoulders, every extension of my fingers told a story, our story, the story of a community that had carved out this glittering haven in a world that kept trying to dim our lights.

I didn't look at him again, but I felt his eyes. Let him watch. Let him see what he was up against.

When the final chorus hit, the crowd joined in, three hundred voices becoming one thunderous declaration. I stepped to the edge of the stage, held out my arms, and let their energy wash over me. This was why I had created Flamingo Nights. This moment, this feeling, this belonging.

The song ended in a burst of light and sound, and I bowed deeply, silver glitter drifting from my hair to the stage floor.

"Thank you, my loves," I said into the microphone, blowing kisses as I backed toward the wings. "Mika's got you for the next hour. Drink responsibly, dance irresponsibly, and remember, at Flamingo Nights, you're always exactly enough."

The crowd roared, and I disappeared backstage, letting my performance smile soften into something more genuine. My dressing room, more of a converted storage closet, but with enough fairy lights and velvet throws to disguise its humble origins, welcomed me with blessed quiet. I collapsed into my chair, fishing a water bottle from the mini-fridge tucked under the makeup table.

"You killed it, Ez." Asher appeared in my doorway, his blue hair slightly wilted from the heat of the bar. "The Thursday crowd hasn't been this hyped in weeks."

"Just doing my civic duty," I replied, winking at him as I dabbed sweat from my forehead. "Keeping the gays properly entertained."

Asher leaned against the doorframe, his slender omega frame practically drowning in an oversized sweater despite the warmth of the club. "Did you see Tall, Dark, and Terrifying in the back corner?"

"Hard to miss." I unscrewed my water bottle. "What's his story?"

"No idea." Asher shrugged. "Came in about twenty minutes before you started, didn't order a drink, hasn't spoken to anyone. Just... watching."

"Hmm." I took a long swallow of water. "Might be from the city. We've been getting more inspections lately."

"On a Thursday night?"

"Bureaucrats work in mysterious ways." I stretched, feeling the pleasant burn in my muscles. "I'll handle it. You good to close up the bar if I get stuck babysitting?"

Asher nodded, then hesitated. "We got another letter today. About the noise."

The warm glow of the performance faded a few degrees. "From the same neighbor?"

"Different letterhead, same complaint." Asher twisted the hem of his sweater. "That's three this month, Ez."

"File it with the others." I waved a dismissive hand, keeping my voice light. "They can complain all they want. Our permits are in order."

Mostly in order. Probably in order. I made a mental note to check the filing cabinet in my office, buried under last quarter's invoices.

“You should probably...” Asher began, but was interrupted by a soft knock at the open door.

We both turned to find Mr. Tall, Dark, and Terrifying filling the doorway, somehow looking even more imposing up close. Six-foot-something of pressed shirt and stern expression, with shoulders broad enough to block most of the hallway light. His scent preceded him. Definitely alpha, definitely powerful, and definitely not impressed by the glitter-strewn chaos of our backstage area.

"Ezra Bennett?" His voice was deep gravel, worn smooth by careful control.

I arched an eyebrow, deliberately taking my time before answering. "Depends who's asking, handsome."

His expression didn't change, but something in those gray eyes sharpened. "Damon Reeves. City Community Development Office."

Of course. Just what I needed after a performance, a bureaucrat with a clipboard and a chip on his shoulder.

I flashed my most dazzling smile. "Well, Mr. Reeves, you've caught me at a disadvantage. I'm not usually this sweaty when meeting city officials." I gestured to my performance outfit, gold fringe and strategically placed mesh that left little to the imagination. "Though I'm guessing you don't see many half-naked club owners in your line of work."

Asher made a choking sound that might have been suppressed laughter or horror. "I'll... check on the bar," he muttered, slipping past Damon with a wide-eyed look that clearly said "be careful."

Damon didn't acknowledge Asher's departure. His gaze remained steady on my face, pointedly not dropping to my exposed chest or the shimmer of body glitter across my collarbones. Interesting.

"I need to discuss your operating license," he said, all business. "Is there somewhere we can talk privately?"

"My office is just down the hall." I stood, not bothering to cover up. If he wanted to invade my space on performance night, he could deal with a little skin. "Though I should warn you, it's less 'office' and more 'organizational fever dream.'"

I led him through the narrow hallway, past the supply closet and the staff bathroom with its perpetually flickering light. The music from the main floor vibrated through the walls, bass notes thrumming against my skin.

My office was exactly as advertised: a chaotic blend of paperwork, costume pieces, and the odd empty energy drink can. I'd prioritized function over appearance, which meant three mismatched filing cabinets, a desk rescued from a university dumpster, and enough fairy lights to guide a plane safely to landing.

"Please, have a seat," I said, gesturing to the chair across from my desk as I settled into my own. "Though I have to say, most city inspections happen during business hours. Not when we're in full swing."

Damon remained standing, his broad frame making the already small office feel positively tiny. "This isn't an inspection. I'm here about your landlord."

Something cold slid down my spine, but I kept my expression neutral. "What about them? I pay my rent on time."

"Dustin Properties was acquired by Meridian Development Group last month." He produced a business card from his pocket, placing it precisely on my cluttered desk. "I represent their interests in community development matters."

I picked up the card, examining the sleek, minimal design. Damon Reeves, Community Development Officer, Meridian Group. "So you're... what? My new landlord?"

"In a manner of speaking." He finally sat down, the plastic chair creaking in protest under his weight. "I've been reviewing the property files. Your operating license is under review due to several incomplete permit applications and expired cultural-use designations."

The cold feeling spread. I kept my smile firmly in place. "There must be some mistake. All our paperwork is current."

"Your dance hall permit expired three months ago," Damon said, unmoved. "The cultural space designation that gives you tax exemption status hasn't been renewed since the initial application four years ago. And there are seven noise complaints filed in the last six months alone."

"Noise complaints?" I laughed, the sound sharper than I intended. "We're a dance club, Mr. Reeves. Noise is rather the point."

He didn't smile. "The zoning for this block requires all businesses to maintain appropriate sound levels after 11 PM. According to these reports, Flamingo Nights regularly exceeds those levels until 3 AM."

"Those complaints are from one neighbor," I said, leaning forward. "Mrs. Hendricks in the building next door. She'd complain if a butterfly flapped its wings too aggressively."

"Nevertheless, they've been filed officially." Damon pulled a slim folder from his briefcase. "Here's a complete list of the permits and paperwork that need to be updated. Until these items are addressed, your operating license is provisional, at best."

I took the folder, not bothering to open it. "And if we don't address them?"

His eyes met mine, unreadable. "Then Meridian will be forced to reconsider the terms of your lease."

There it was. The threat, delivered in that calm, controlled voice that probably never raised above a polite conversational tone.

"I see." I set the folder down, trailing my fingers through a small pile of silver glitter on my desk. "And what exactly is Meridian's interest in a queer dance club that's been operating successfully for half a decade?"

"Meridian has plans for revitalization in this district," Damon said, his tone carefully neutral. "All existing businesses are being evaluated for compatibility with the neighborhood's future direction."

"Compatibility," I repeated, letting a bitter smile touch my lips. "What a sterile way to say gentrification."

Something flashed in his eyes, irritation, perhaps, or surprise that I'd called him out so directly.

"This isn't personal, Mr. Bennett. It's procedure." He stood, adjusting cuffs that didn't need adjusting. "You have thirty days to address the items in that folder. I suggest you start with the most critical ones."

"And if I have questions about this... procedure?" I asked, standing as well, deliberately invading his space just a little.

Up close, the height difference between us was more pronounced. I was tall for an omega, but he still had several inches on me. His scent was even stronger in the confines of my small office, pine and rain and something deeper I couldn't quite place.

For a moment, something shifted in his expression, a flicker of something almost like recognition, or interest. Then it was gone, shuttered behind professional indifference.

"My contact information is on the card," he said, stepping back slightly. "Office hours are nine to five, Monday through Friday."
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