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      Club Jack is a contemporary gay BDSM romance novel by USA Today Bestselling Author Nikita Slater and R. Glazer.

      Owner, king, and heartbeat of the city’s most notorious gay nightclub, Michael commands his audience with god-like confidence and a grin that promises trouble. He’s built an empire on loyalty, pleasure, and control, fiercely protecting the family he’s chosen as much as the one he was born into.

      Upton is an unassuming accountant with a talent for numbers and a lifetime of self-doubt. He’s spent eight years quietly crushing on a man far out of his reach. Raised without love or safety, Upton has lived a life of invisibility until Club Jack’s books land on his desk and Michael’s attention lands squarely on him.

      Opposites attract and their connection ignites into something deeper, darker, and unexpectedly tender. Michael sees strength in Upton’s surrender and Upton finds confidence in Michael’s steady command. 

      When a devastating fire tears through Club Jack, threatening lives, livelihoods, and everything Michael has built, both men are forced to confront what truly matters. Will they see a future together through the smoke or will their budding romance turn to ash?

      Club Jack is the second book in the Hot Vancouver Nights series. It’s a MM romance, with BDSM themes and is completely standalone. Mild drug and alcohol use.
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        “Money” by The Flying Lizards

        “Cars” by Gary Numan

        “With a Little Help From my Friends” by The Beatles

        “Taking Care of Business” by B.T.O.

        “Dream a Little Dream of Me” by Ella Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong

        “Under Pressure” by Queen

        “Landslide” by Fleetwood Mack

        “Can’t get you Out of my Head” by Kylie Minogue

        “Government Hooker” by Lady Gaga

        “Talking Bodies” by Tove Lo

        “S-A-T-U-R-D-A-Y Night!” by Whigfield

        “All I Want for Christmas is You” by Mariah Carey

        “Pony” by Ginuwine

        “’Tis’ the Damn Season” by Aaron Dessner and Taylor Swift

        “One on One” by Hall and Oates

        “Hard Place” by H.E.R.

        “All Through the Night” by Cindi Lauper

        “You Need to Calm Down” by Taylor Swift

        “I wanna be Sedated” by Whitney Houston

        “One way or another” by Blondie

        “The Giver” by Chappell Roan

        “9 to 5” by Dolly Parton

        “Bad Guy” by Billie Eilish

        “So Sorry” by Feist

        “Constant Craving” by K.D. Lang

        “Disco Inferno” by The Trammps

        “Sex on Fire” by Kings of Leon

        “Closer” by Tegan and Sara

        “The Show Must go On” by Queen

        “That’s What I Want” by Lil Nas X
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Let’s Make lots of Money

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael Harkness rocked out to Gary Numan’s “Cars,” bobbing his head in time with the music playing through his helmet, which was connected to the sound system of Alex’s motorbike. 

      Michael had accepted Alex’s offer to give him a ride and together, he and Alex were driving across Vancouver's Lions Gate Bridge heading toward the downtown core. The sun was shining bright and the ocean was a deep blue, light catching the peaking waves, giving them sparkling white tips.

      Michael sat behind Alex, his lanky legs spread out, his hands gripping the leather seat beneath him. As they took the bridge, he lifted his arms to the sky and threw his head back with a howl. He grinned as seconds later, the song cut out and Alex’s voice growled through the helmet speaker, “Dammit Michael, put your hands on the bike and hang on.”

      They were heading to a bank where Michael had an afternoon appointment. Alex was dressed in his usual biker outfit of black leather while Michael’s outfit was more unusual for him. He was dressed in a full suit, including a tie, his dreadlocks flowing out the bottom of the helmet. 

      He looked good, he felt good; there was no way this thing could go wrong.

      As Alex and Michael approached the bank, a car pulled out of a parking spot almost directly in front of the building. Alex expertly steered the bike into the spot before another car could claim it. Bringing the bike to a stop, both men dismounted. They removed their helmets and Alex locked them in the bike’s storage container. 

      “Rock star parking again,” Michael commented. “Fuckin’ lucky, as always.”

      “No such thing as luck,” Alex replied. “You make your own luck. It's all about planning, preparation, taking risks…”

      Michael had heard this speech numerous times. As Alex droned on, Michael contributed to the lecture by spouting random meaningless corporate buzzwords and phrases.

      “You’ll want to take whatever feedback they give you…,” Alex continued.

      “Synergy,” Michael said, studying his fingernails. “Strength through diversity.”

      “It’s all about being creative and working within a cohesive….”

      “Game changer,” Michael said, nodding as if he was agreeing. “Paradigm shift.” 

      “And you’ll get them onside every time. You just have to give them the words they need to hear and it’ll all be yours.”

      “Think outside the box!” Michael shouted, pumping his fist in the air with a grin. 

      Alex stopped speaking, furrowed his brow and squinted at Michael.

      “Don't look at me with that tone of voice,” Michael said with a laugh. The smile disappeared though as he gazed up at the building he was about to enter. “I’m nervous, man. What if I don’t get the loan?”

      “Don’t worry,” replied Alex as he stepped up to adjust Michael’s tie. “We’ve worked out an excellent business plan. We’ve thought of every contingency. There’s no way they can turn you down.” Satisfied with the tie, he stepped back and continued, “And on the small chance they do deny the loan, there are other banks. And if those ones turn you down too, we’ll move to plan B.”

      Michael shook his head, quickly shooting back, “I don't want to borrow money from you. Nothing comes between friends faster than money and hot guys with big dicks.” Michael paused for a moment, then added, “Unless the stud is naked, and we’re also naked, and he’s between us and we’re the reason he’s cumming like a locomotive on fire racing through a tunnel.”

      Alex laughed, then drifted into thought. 

      Michael joined him, imagining himself and Alex tag-teaming a hot guy. It’d happened before, so he had material for his lurid thoughts. 

      Alex seemed to shake himself from the fantasy first, returning to their conversation. “Then we’ll think outside the box,” Alex said jokingly. “Like you said.”

      “Touché,” said Michael as he rolled his eyes.

      “I’m gonna grab a coffee and wait for you on that bench over there.” Alex pointed at a small greenspace with an inviting bench under a tree.

      Michael tied his dreads into a ponytail using a rainbow coloured elastic and headed into the building. He stopped at the information desk and told the receptionist he had an appointment with loans officer Kelly Wilkie. 

      The receptionist called Mr. Wilkie and said to Michael, “You can have a seat, he’ll be right down.”

      Michael sat in a comfy leather chair, waiting and watching the bank’s patrons going about their business. A large, hairy, probably gay man, caught Michael’s attention. He had dark red hair and a neatly trimmed mustache. He was wearing a tight black, short-sleeved T- shirt with the Vancouver firefighter’s emblem on the right side. The tight shirt showed off the man’s barrel chest and muscular arms. 

      Michael wondered how big his cock was, if he was a top or a bottom, or versatile. And most importantly, did he enjoy hot, sweaty, man-on-man sex?

      Michael was snapped out of his daydream by Kelly Wilkie, the loan officer. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Harkness.” He reached for Michael’s hand.

      Michael stood and shook Kelly’s hand. “Nice to see you too.”

      Kelly gestured to a young man standing beside him, “This is Upton Biggar. He’s new to the branch and he’ll be joining us today.”

      Michael reached out and shook Upton’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Upton. Biggar, eh?” 

      Michael glanced at Upton's crotch and flashed a mischievous smile.

      Upton looked confused, then seemed to realize what Michael meant and blushed, but smiled shyly back.

      “Let’s head to my office,” said Kelly.

      Michael and Kelly walked beside each other with Upton following close behind. They made some small talk as they rode the elevator together. 

      Michael noticed that Upton was checking him out. Michael put his thumbs in his pockets and flattened the fabric of his pants with his hands to accentuate his package, then checked for a reaction. Yup, Upton was very much checking him out.

      As the trio left the elevator, Michael could feel Upton's eyes on him while they walked.

      The loan officer’s corner office was a decent sized glass-walled room with a large desk, a fancy looking chair behind it, and a couple of guest chairs. 

      As soon as Kelly was seated, he began to talk about the loan application. “Extremely well-done business proposal, one of the best I’ve seen. You’ve thought of every contingency.”

      Michael smiled and nodded. So far, so good.

      “Impressive resumé. Your current place of employment is…,” He checked Micheal’s resumé, “a nightclub called Velvet Rope. You started out as a busboy and worked your way to Bar Manager. So, you know how to run a business.”

      Michael silently added, the youngest manager in the Vancouver nightclub scene, doubled profits every year since becoming manager, upped staff longevity, and headhunted one of the best DJs on the West Coast.

      Kelly continued, “Your financial and capital assets are a weak point. You don't have anything substantial to offer up as collateral.”

      “I put my car up,” Michael defended. 

      Kelly flipped the page on the application and ran his finger down a column. “Yes, a 1980 Lincoln Town Car.” He raised a brow at Michael. “What’s the value of the vehicle?”

      Michael scuffed the toe of his boot against the carpet. “I mean there’s a lot of value in those. Once I get it fixed up it could be worth a lot. Maybe even ten grand. My grandad gave me that car, so it means a lot.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Harkness. Even if the car is worth ten thousand, it won’t be enough for a loan of this size.” He lifted his gaze to Michael.  It was filled with false regret. “Because of this, the bank has decided to deny your loan application at this time.”

      The Fuck!? Michael dipped his head so Kelly couldn’t see his disappointment. It took several long seconds to regain his composure. He looked up, pinning Kelly with a hard gaze. “What do you mean by denied?” 

      “Basically,” said Kelly, folding his hands on the desk in front of him. “The loan is too risky. If the business fails, we don't have any way to recoup the loss. And, of course, there's the somewhat unsavoury nature of your proposed establishment…” He stopped talking mid-sentence.

      Michael’s shoulders drooped. “Is there anything I can do to change your mind?”

      Kelly waited a few seconds before speaking. “I tried everything I could to make this loan work for you, but without a sizable asset as collateral the bank is not willing to take the risk. I am truly sorry I wasn't able to make this work. I think you have an excellent plan here and I hope you figure out another way to bring it to fruition.” Kelly paused, then added, “Upton will take you down to the lobby.”

      The three men stood and Michael shook Kelly’s hand, the buzzing in his head stopping him from saying anything he might regret later.

      As Michael and Upton prepared to leave, Kelly said, “If you ever need a mortgage or a car loan, come see me.”

      Michael and Upton headed out of the office and into the elevator. Once the doors closed, Michael muttered, “This is fuckin’ horseshit. Where does he get off telling me I’m denied, then offers me a car loan? I already told him my grandad's car is the only car I want.”

      Upton looked at him with compassion. “We have a nickname for Mr. Wilkie around here. We call him The Rock.” Upton had spoken softly when introduced but now that it was the two of them, he spoke with confidence and conviction. Micheal was surprised by the deep timbre of his tone. The silky nuance to his voice would ensure the people who heard it hung on his every word. “Not because he’s an attractive wrestler-turned-actor, but because he’s cold and uncaring as he crushes dreams. I think you have an excellent plan for this nightclub. Vancouver is always looking for new and exciting attractions.” Upton turned to look at Micheal, speaking earnestly as he said, “You just have to find another way. And when you do, I’ll be there opening night, first in line.”

      Micheal took his first good look at the young man beside him. He was probably in his early 20s. Tall and lanky, though not as tall as Micheal. Handsome, but probably more so the older he gets. The type of guy who grows into his youthful awkwardness. Blond hair with just a hint of pink on the tips, as though he’d dyed it but then had to wash it out for his stuffy bank job. 

      How did a kid like him end up in such a soul-sucking profession?

      Their gazes locked for a long moment, but then they were interrupted by the elevator doors opening. Upton continued to walk with Michael all the way to the exit doors. Upton shook Michael’s hand and their gazes collided again. 

      Upton had the most intoxicating eyes. Beautiful, piercing, hazel with just a hint of seafoam green. 

      The moment passed as people moved around them, accidentally nudging Michael. He broke the handshake to step out of their way.

      Micheal felt a spark of interest and considered taking Upton up on his silent message but shook the feeling off. Upton gave off boyfriend vibes and Michael was a casual one-and-done kind of guy. Besides, the loan stuff had him shook. He wasn’t in the mood for a flirtation.

      He found Alex on the bench he’d staked out, holding a coffee, another paper cup next to him. 

      “How’d it go?” Alex asked, handing him the second coffee.

      “Denied.” Michael took the cup and sat heavily on the bench, slumping against the wood slats.

      “Denied? How come?”

      Micheal fished a flask of whiskey from his jacket pocket, unscrewed the lid, and poured a measure into his cup. “Thanks for the coffee, man, but I’m gonna need something more than this.”

      “Let’s go to Velvet Rope for some drinks and dicks,” Alex said, standing. “Avery’s shift is almost over. The three of us can get into something… or someone. Take your mind off things.”
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            With a Little Help from My Friends

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty minutes later, Michael and Alex entered Velvet Rope, the gay bar where Michael and Avery worked. David Getta and Bebe Rexha’s “I'm good (Blue)” was playing through the bar’s speakers. Since it was late afternoon, the music wasn't loud and the lights were bright enough that Michael could easily see. 

      First thing, he did what he always did. Checked out his domain. Though Velvet Rope was owned by another, Michael saw it as his baby. Since becoming the manager, he’d helped the seedy, hole-in-the-wall bar turn into an up-and-coming nightclub. Velvet Rope helped him hone his skills for when he eventually got his own place.  

      Most of the tables were empty, but a few had some patrons. Avery was working the bar, another staff was serving tables, and as far as he knew a tablet was manning the DJ booth for the afternoon. There was no sight of Quinton “Manhole” Landis, the owner of the club, and Michael’s boss. Probably a good thing since Michael hadn’t told Quinton about his aspirations for his own club yet.

      Michael and Alex claimed two empty chairs where Avery was serving drinks at the bar. 

      Avery set Michael’s favourite beer in front of him, and a whiskey on the rocks in front of Alex. Avery poured a shot of tequila for himself, held it aloft in a silent toast, and downed it. Micheal and Alex followed suit, Michael downing half his beer in one go. 

      Avery broke the silence first. “How bad is it?”

      “They turned me down,” Michael said glumly.

      “Those fucking bastards!” shouted Avery in a booming voice. “The fuckin’ vultures take our money and then we have to beg to get it back. Fat cats just sittin’ in their gold-plated offices, dreaming of yachts and swimming in bags of money, and we have to grovel at their feet and kiss their puckered assholes just to get a handout.”

      Alex interrupted Avery before he could continue his rant, holding up a hand and speaking to Michael. “Did he say why he rejected the loan?”

      Michael shrugged. “Said the proposal was good, but they want more collateral.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Avery exclaimed. “You have to have money to borrow money? Then why the fuck would you need a loan? How does that even work?”

      Ignoring Avery, Alex said, “We’ll go to another bank.”

      Michael took a sip of his beer. “I don’t know. How is another bank gonna be any different? I still don’t have the right collateral.”

      The three sat in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.

      Another minute passed, then Avery broke the silence, “Hey, those two hotties down the bar are checking us out.”

      Michael turned and looked at the man sitting a few stools down. “Yeah, I’ve fucked him.” While Michael was checking out the duo the second guy leaned forward enough for him to get a good look. “But not him.”

      Alex leaned back in his chair to look. “Closest one doesn't look familiar, but pretty sure I fucked the other one a couple of months ago at Fringe.”

      Avery picked up a full shot glass in each hand, with his index fingers pointing to Michael and Alex. “I fucked them both,” Avery tossed back both shots, and let out a thunderous laugh. “At the same time.”

      Alex and Michael joined in the laughter and Michael felt a little better.

      “Jesus, Avery,” Michael said, shaking his head. “I’m still your damn boss.” He stood up and leaned over the bar “Where the fuck are all these shots coming from? I’m gonna end up having to pay for those, aren’t I?”

      All three men laughed, but it quickly turned to silence as they contemplated Michael’s bad news. 

      Avery produced another shot, but this time he sipped. “Fuck it,” Avery said, “Things are good here. We’ll just stay at Velvet Rope and save our pennies until we get this collateral thing figured out.”

      “I want something more.” Michael sighed deeply, the weight of his dreams slipping away making him feel abnormally subdued. “I don't wanna bust my ass making barely more than minimum wage for someone else for the rest of my life. Alex has his marketing agency, Stingray. That’s what I want. My own business. I know I can do it. I’m smart, hard-working and I have the body of a god.”

      Alex chuckled, adding, “Working here with you two was some of the best times I’ve had, but Michael’s right. I wanted more, which meant I had to move on. Don't you want more, Avery?”

      “I've got it made in the shade here, my friends,” Avery said, spreading his arms wide. “Centre of the action. Get to check out all the new meat passing through. And there’ll always be some young hottie wanting to get with the bartender.” Avery winked at the guys down the bar. 

      Michael shook his head. “I've seen the security footage.”

      “Yeah, you have,” Avery said proudly. “Bet you enjoyed every second.”

      Michael bit back a laugh and said sternly, “Stop sucking guys behind the dumpster.”

      Avery frowned. “But you told me to stop taking them to your office.”

      Ignoring his comment, Michael got back to the discussion at hand. “So you like your job now, but what about when you get old? Don’t you wanna stop working and retire some day? Gotta have some coin saved up for that.” 

      “Hookers and blow,” Avery shot back, and Michael and Alex laughed, having heard this speech many times before. “Hookers and blow, my friends. I’m gonna charge three or four escorts to my credit card and go out with a bang. Those government jackals won't get a dime from me. Put my ashes in a whiskey bottle and put it on the top shelf.” Avery pointed to an empty spot. 

      He finished the shot he was sipping, pulled another full shot from behind the bar, tossed it down his throat and slammed the empty glass on the bar.

      “Avery! What the hell?” Michael grumbled. “Stop that.”

      Ignoring him, Avery put three shots on the bar. Michael, Alex and Avery each grabbed one and drank, tapping the bar twice with the empty glasses and setting them down. “Another day in the bag.”

      Avery grabbed his jacket and a bottle of Canadian Club whiskey from behind the bar as the evening bartender relieved him.

      “Let’s grab a table,” Avery suggested, scooping up three glasses and striding toward a table in the back.

      Michael shook his head and said to Alex as they followed, “He’s fucking up my inventory again.”

      Alex laughed, “Don’t look at him with that tone of voice. He knows you need to lose yourself tonight.”

      As they headed toward the table Avery chose, Quinton came out of his office, spotted Michael and beelined to him. “You workin’ today? I need some help figuring out the bookkeeping program you installed. It don’t make no sense.”

      “I’m off duty, man,” Michael said, veering around his boss. Quinton didn’t have many boundaries and would absolutely rope Michael into working if Michael allowed it.

      “I need you,” Quinton whined. “It’ll only take a minute.”

      “See you Monday.” Michael clapped his boss on the shoulder and joined Avery at the table where he was pouring out three generous drinks.

      “Make sure you pay for those!” Quinton shouted, heading back into his office.

      “Prick,” Avery mumbled.

      Michael took a long sip of his drink, savouring the fire as it slid down his throat and warmed his belly. Alex was right, he needed it.

      To the table at large, Alex said, “What do you think about Little Devil for your club’s name?” Michael made a face and Avery made a gagging sound. Persisting, he added, “Or better yet, ‘Lil’ Devil, with apostrophes for devil horns.” 

      “Too damn cutesy,” Michael replied. “I could see the place full of bachelorette parties. The end of the night the floor would be covered in tiaras, boa feathers, and glitter. Not to mention all that screaming and giggling. It would scare off the patrons we want.”

      Alex laughed at the image he painted. “You could sell them the supplies and offer free spankings, maybe even use your bullwhip and snap a few of the tiaras off their heads. Give ‘em a thrill.”

      “I kind of like ‘Pump’ for the name of the club?” Avery pitched. “What do you think?”

      “Not bad,” replied Michael thoughtfully. “But it's not really clicking. Just doesn’t have that je ne ce qu’a? And a gay bar called Pump, how played out is that? Besides, If I can't get the money, there'll be no Pump, or Pleasure and Pain, or Velvet Rope 2, or whatever.”

      “I have it!” Avery exclaimed. “We’ll start buying lottery tickets. All three of us. Odds are, eventually one of us will win big and we’ll have all the money we need.”

      Alex pulled out his phone and crunched the numbers. “There’s a one in 33 million chance of winning enough money to open the club. It would take the three of us buying tickets every week for around 110,000 years.”

      “That’s a lot of years,” Avery said glumly, pouring another drink.

      Alex looked at Michael. “Look man, the money will come. We just have to figure out the financing. There’s always Plan B.”

      “The banks aren't gonna lend me money and I don't want to borrow money from you,” Michael headed him off.

      “It wouldn’t be coming from me, but from the investor group I’m involved with. We’ll do it all aboveboard with contracts and all that legal mumbo jumbo. The board won't get involved in the day-to-day running but will act as a silent partner. You’ll have complete control over the business. No banks looking over your shoulder, second guessing every decision you make.”

      “I like Plan B,” Avery pipes in. “It means I can drink whatever I want, whenever I want.”

      To Avery, Michael said, “That’s not what it means.” Then, turning to Alex. “How stuffy are these investors of yours?”

      “It took a fair amount of caviar and Champagne to get them to invest in Stingray.”

      “You upper class fuck,” Michael teased Alex.

      Alex took Michael’s ribbing with humour, laughing, but then added, “It’ll take some fancy talking. These people don’t part with their money easily, but they know a good investment when they see one and your plan is perfection. I should know, I helped you with the proposal. And what’s more, I believe in you, which will go a long way with them. Stingray has done well for the group.” 

      Michael thought about Alex’s proposal. “Fuck it, let’s make it happen. Alex, call your investors.”

      Avery let out a loud, “Yahoo! This is gonna be fuckin’ awesome. We’re gonna make this the best club in Vancouver and I’m gonna put all my life savings in too. One thousand fucking dollars, boys.”

      “We’ll need every penny,” Michael said, slapping Avery on the back.

      Alex shook Michael’s hand. “Done. I’ll make the call tomorrow, once I’ve slept off the hangover Avery is going to insist we all have.”

      Gazing at the dance floor where a couple of guys were gyrating together, he suddenly said, “What about Jack’s for the name of the club? You know, one-eyed Jack. Jacking off the one-eyed willy.”

      Alex chuckled and replied, “Yeah, not bad. It’s catchy and it gives you an idea as to what goes on at the club.”

      Avery nodded, a thoughtful expression on his face, before exclaiming, “Club Jack!”

      “Fuck yeah.” Michael nodded his approval. “Club Jack. Club Jack.” He rolled the name around in his head, “Yeah, Club Jack. I think we have our name.” Michael flung his head back, his dreads flying and let out a howl of excitement. 

      Avery shouted, “Club Jack! Best fucking bar ever!”
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            You’re Invited…VIP Access!

          

          Two Years Later

        

      

    

    
      Tonight’s the night. Club Jack’s grand opening.

      After standing in line for hours and paying a steep cover charge, Upton had finally gotten into Vancouver’s newest nightclub. The place was packed; the music was pumping, people were talking, laughing, dancing.

      He had one reason for being there. Michael Harkness.

      He’d been quietly following Michael’s social media for the past two years, since their encounter at the bank. He’d watched as Michael’s dream unfolded and became a reality, a proud bystander to Michael’s success.

      For the hundredth time since entering, he scanned the club for his obsession, finally spotting him. The god-like man was across the room, shaking hands and slapping backs, a huge grin stretching his face.

      He was perfect.

      His customary dreadlocks were swept up into a thick ponytail at the back of his head. He was wearing leather pants, a purple collared shirt with the buttons open nearly to his belly, a leather vest, and biker boots. A slight sheen of sweat gave his mahogany skin a beautiful glow under the flashing lights.

      Upton was his complete opposite. He’d chosen his outfit carefully, picking his best clothing in case he was able to get close enough to speak to Michael. He was wearing a white-collared shirt buttoned up to his throat, a plaid tweed vest, and dress pants. He’d polished his brown leather shoes until he could see his face reflected in them.

      He’d dyed his blond hair pink for the club opening. Something he did for special occasions.

      He tried weaving his way toward Michael, but the club owner was constantly surrounded by people jockeying for his attention. Upton couldn’t get close and eventually wandered to the bar to grab a drink. Maybe some liquid courage would give him the impetus he needed to finally re-introduce himself to Michael.

      Would Michael remember him? Upton was nobody, both in the gay scene and out. He wasn’t gay royalty like Michael and he wasn’t a bar star. Though he’d been researching the Vancouver BDSM scene, he hadn’t yet made the moves to take part. He preferred staying home on his weekends.

      A bartender approached wearing a pair of leather shorts with suspenders over a short-sleeved collared shirt, a rainbow bowtie circling his throat. “What can I do you for, slim?”

      Upton didn’t drink much and didn’t have a preferred drink. Apparently, he hesitated too long thinking about it because the bartender jumped in with a suggestion. “How about something colourful? You look a little fruity to me.” He winked.

      Laughing, Upton nodded. “Sure, surprise me.”

      “Name’s Avery,” the bartender said, grabbing a glass and thumping it on the bar.

      “Upton,” he offered, watching with fascination as Avery created a beautifully designed drink in less than thirty seconds.

      Setting the glass filled with multi-coloured liquid in front of Upton, Avery said, “Your Jack-fruit cocktail is ready! Hah, I just made that up. Enjoy!”

      Before Upton could thank him, Avery was rushing down the bar to take more orders.

      The drink was very good. It tasted like a mix of pineapple juice, coconut milk, blue curacao, grenadine and vodka. A rainbow-coloured umbrella was perched against the rim.

      Upton sipped the drink, standing against the bar, his eyes following Michael as he moved through the room. Just as Upton was gathering his courage to make his way over, the alcohol lowering his inhibitions, the lights in the room were dimmed and the music cut out.

      Upton’s gaze followed Michael as he made his way to the stage, accepting a microphone from Avery, the bartender who’d just served Upton.

      The crowd hushed as Michael’s star power dazzled them. “Welcome everyone to the grand opening of Club Jack!” The crowd screamed and cheered. Michael continued, “The club with the coldest beers, the hottest tunes, the sexiest staff. The best fucking bar in Vancouver, maybe even Canada!”

      The crowd roared and clapped.

      When they quieted down, Michael continued, “But this bar has a twist. We have back rooms for rent and…,” he winked at the crowd, “… anything goes in those rooms. When I say anything goes, I mean it. And to prove it, I’m gonna give you all a taste. Is there a volunteer or a voluntold I can use for a demonstration?”

      A hand in the back of the room quickly went up. 

      While Upton was not one for public displays, he felt a flutter of disappointment at not being the chosen one.

      Michael jumped off the stage and made his way to the raised hand, the crowd parting as he walked.

      “Are you volunteering?” Michael asked a well-dressed woman.

      “No,” said the woman. “I’m offering my slave.”

      “Awesome,” Michael said excitedly. “We have a voluntold! I won’t hurt him… much.”

      The crowd laughed and cheered while the Mistress handed a leash to Michael. The leash was attached to a collar worn by her slave; a man in his early forties, wearing leather shorts and leather boots with black socks. 

      Michael and the slave climbed onto the stage where Michael positioned him with his front resting against a St. Andrew’s cross.

      Michael strode over to Avery, who handed him a flogger, then he returned to center stage and made a show of swishing it in a figure eight. The house lights went down, leaving only a spotlight on Michael. 

      The DJ turned on the music, which featured the Japanese drummers, Koda, playing “Honoka.”

      Michael began to flog the slave, his rhythm matching the tempo and energy of the music.

      During a softer part of the drumming, Michael stopped, handed the flogger to Avery, took off his shirt and untied his ponytail, letting his dreadlocks free.

      Upton couldn’t tear his eyes off the spectacle and with each strike, he desperately wished he was the submissive under Michael’s dominant hand.

      Someone stumbled into Upton, breaking his concentration. When he looked, an older drunk man was using the bar to steady himself.

      Upton moved, giving him more room, but the guy grabbed his arm.

      As Upton tried to extricate himself, the man started shouting in his ear, “Can you believe this guy? What a fuckin’ attention whore.” Shocked, Upton didn’t know what to say and elected for silence. Apparently, it was enough to keep the man talking. “Name’s Quinton.” He nodded at the stage. “I made him and now look at him. He used me and threw me away like a used tissue. Can you believe it? Now he’s my competition! Fucker!”

      Upton was beginning to feel like he needed to say something, especially since the guy still had hold of his arm. “Uh, you know Michael?”

      “Know him!” Quinton threw his hands up, nearly hitting Upton in the face. “He managed my bar until he betrayed me. Should’ve fired him before he could steal all my ideas. Him and his buddy. Drank all my booze and left me high and dry.”

      Upton’s gaze strayed back to the stage where Michael was holding a flogger in each hand, glow sticks lighting the ends of the handles. As he flogged the slave, he matched the music’s rhythm and passion.

      Upton couldn’t picture the guy Quinton was painting. Everything he’d learned about Michael told Upton he was an upstanding guy with solid principles and an outstanding work ethic.

      Quinton continued his one-man tirade. “Where’d he get the balls to send me an opening night invitation? Who does he think I am? I made him.” He looked blearily up the bar and shouted, “Where’s the bartender at? I want my free drinks. I may as well get something out of this debacle. Get back some of the booze those two freeloaders stole from me.”

      Upton blinked as the club lights came on and began to strobe, sweeping across the dance floor and lighting up the guests, who were screaming their approval at the show.

      The drumming became intense as it moved toward the finale.

      “I oughta give him a piece of my mind!” Quinton slurred in Upton’s ear. “S’why I came here. To tell ‘im to fuck off.”

      The music stopped and the strobe lights paused; the spotlight turning back on. Michael stood with his head bowed, his dreads flowing over his shoulders and onto his chest where his arms were crossed, the falls of the floggers hanging down. 

      The crowd broke out in thunderous applause.

      Upton didn’t want Quinton to ruin Michael’s moment of glory. He turned to Quinton. “I want to hear more of your story. Let’s go outside where it’s quieter.” Upton was going to do his best to get Quinton into a cab and away from Club Jack.

      Quinton blinked at him, one eye at a time. “You wanna hear more?” he asked, his tone surprised.

      From experience, Upton knew it was better to get the inebriated person talking than give them a target for their vitriol. Upton suspected Quinton just needed someone to listen to his story. “Yeah, I’d like to hear more.” He took hold of Quinton’s arm and led him toward the exit, weaving through the crowd.

      Quinton allowed himself to be led. “I’ll tell you somethin’ else, those guys are banned from Velvet Rope. Fuck ‘em.”

      Upton nodded and took one last look at Michael who was leaping off the stage and into the waving arms of his admirers.

      Though Upton had come with the intent to speak to Michael, he was happy with being able to see and be near him. It was enough.

      The last thing he heard before leaving the club was Michael’s voice shouting, “Lets drink! Let’s dance! Let’s fuck! Salut!”
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