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        Finn Taylor is an asshole. So why does he keep showing up in Mac's late-night fantasies as the Dom of her dreams? She can't even ignore him, because she's stuck working with the fellow musician for the Christmas concert season.

      

        

      
        Mac Wallis is a mess, and Finn can't fall for a submissive who's so damaged she needs medication just to get through a performance. But he's drawn to the beautiful oboist, even as he keeps pissing her off. He can't resist trying to take care of her—in every way.
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      Mac checked the caller ID and grinned as she answered, “Hi, Sully.”

      “I need a huge favour.”

      “I’m quite certain it’s customary to at least say hello, maybe even engage in a little small talk before making requests,” Mac scolded.

      “Look Mac, I’m desperate and I don’t have time to suck up. I was stupid and went on a date yesterday to the outdoor skating rink, and—“

      Mac interrupted. “But you can’t skate.”

      “Yeah, back to the ‘I was stupid’ part. Anyway, I broke two ribs when I crashed into the side railing and I’m out of commission for the next six weeks.”

      “I’d have more sympathy if you’d stop thinking with your dick, you know.”

      “I don’t need sympathy, just a favour. Dominant Cord has gigs booked for most of December, starting Friday, and I need you to sub for me.”

      Mac cringed. “Tell me you don’t mean Friday, as in day after tomorrow Friday.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly the Friday I mean.”

      “Bugger. You, of all people, know I hate performing. There must be someone else you can call on.”

      “’Fraid not. Everybody’s booked solid. C’mon Mac, you know I wouldn’t ask this of you if I had any other option.”

      “You are such a weasel.”

      “I knew I could count on you.”

      Mac was suspicious. “Hang on, what are we playing?”

      “Bach’s Christmas Oratorio,” Sully mumbled.

      “For that, you miserable lump of knob cheese you are paying for the beta-blockers and you owe me a favour to be named later.”

      “Done.”

      “Shit, that was too easy. I have a couple of errands to run this morning. I’ll swing by to pick up the music and get the details from you on my way home.”

      “Fabulous. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Yeah, just feckin’ fabulous,” Mac muttered as she hung up the phone.
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      Mac rang the bell, nervously clenching her fists as she waited. Minutes later, she took another anxious look at her watch and rechecked the house number against the address Sully had given her. Yup, apparently, this was the place. She rang the bell again and waited. Irritated and out of patience, she decided to make one last effort before giving up. As she prepared to knock, the door was replaced by a broad chest and impressive biceps accentuated by a muscle-hugging, black t-shirt. She stomped on her lust. She was here to work, and didn’t need to complicate her life any further.

      “What?”

      Mac took an involuntary step back and looked way up. She briefly regarded his handsome face, but his Guiness-brown eyes had her wet and tingly before she could regain her composure. She extended her hand and said, “Um, hi. I’m Mac Wallis, Sully’s sub.”

      The man gave her the once over and blew out an exasperated breath. “You’ve got the date wrong, pet. The play party isn’t until Sunday night.”

      His deep voice resonated within Mac’s chest, sending another trickle of moisture into her panties. “Sunday? Sully told me we were scheduled to play on Friday night.”

      “I don’t think so, pet. We’re otherwise engaged on Friday. Where is Sully, anyway? He should have been here ten minutes ago.”

      “He’s at home, where else would he be?”

      “Here. He is supposed to be here for a rehearsal, dammit”

      Realisation dawned and Mac held up her index finger. “Hang on a mo.” She suspected this man wasn’t often interrupted by a finger waving woman, and his surprised look amused her. She reached into her bag, pulled out her phone, and punched in Sully’s number.

      She didn’t wait for his greeting before laying into him. “That favour to be named later just doubled, pal. I’m standing in front of a very grumpy man who wants to know why you’re not here and I am. I’ll be generous and assume you are loopy on pain meds and forgot. I’m going to give the phone to Mr. Peevy-pants, and you will rectify the situation immediately.”

      Mac handed the phone over and stomped off the porch, needing the space to cool off. She was already so stressed about having to play for strangers on crappy reeds, she didn’t need to colour it with anger and arousal. Bugger that feckin’ weasel, Sully, anyway. She kept her back to the house as she inhaled deeply through her nose, letting each breath trickle from her mouth.

      She was almost calm when Mr. Sexy-voice invaded her happy place. “Mac, he wants a quick word.”

      She turned slowly and took one more deep breath before heading back up the stairs to reclaim her phone. “This had better be fixed, because if there is even the slightest problem, I’m done. Are we clear?”

      “I am SO sorry, Mac. Really, I meant to call and—“

      “I don’t want excuses, Sully. Just tell me it’s sorted.”

      “It’s sorted.”

      Mac disconnected, and returned the phone to her bag.

      “That was rude. You didn’t even say goodbye.”

      Mac’s eyes flashed as she wagged her finger again. “Stop right there. I am doing him a huge favour. Far bigger than I think you could ever understand. His fuck-up increased the value of that favour and we’ve been friends long enough that we don’t always have to observe telephone etiquette. I am here as Sully’s substitute because he is unable to play. Can I assume we are both on the same page, now? “

      “Yes, we’re on the same page, and if it makes you feel any better, I did give him shit for not giving me a heads-up. I’m sorry for the misunderstanding. Perhaps we can start again?”

      Mac nodded and extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Mac Wallis, and I’m here to substitute for Sully while he is incapacitated.”

      The man took it and said, “Nice to meet you Mac. I’m Finn Taylor, and I play flute. I appreciate you agreeing to step in for Sully and help us out. Come on inside and meet the rest of the group.”

      Mac followed Finn into the house. She removed her shoes and set her bags on the floor before shrugging out of her coat. Finn took it from her as she slid her arms free, and hung it on the coat tree in the corner.

      “The music room is at the back of the house. We’ll swing through the kitchen and get you some water on the way.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So, where and when did you and Sully meet?”

      Mac had to cut him off right there. Her attraction to Finn was already problematic, fostering any kind of personal connection would be a disaster. “Look, Finn, I’m here to do a job, nothing more.”

      Finn grabbed a glass from the cupboard and set it on the counter before fetching the jug of filtered water from the fridge. “Okay, no personal stuff. How about professional? I trust Sully to send us someone capable, but what are your credentials?” He asked, as he filled her glass.

      “I got my Bachelor of Music in performance from McGill,” Mac stated in a tone that declared the subject closed.

      Apparently, Finn had other ideas. “And...?”

      “And, that’s it.”

      “That takes care of educational, what about professional?”

      “I don’t play professionally. I hate performing. Like I said, this is a huge favour for Sully.”

      Finn returned the jug to the fridge and paused a moment before turning to face her. “What on earth was Sully thinking? How are you going to manage our concert schedule if you hate performing?”

      Mac lifted her chin and looked him dead in the eye. “Sully was thinking he was down to his very last, desperate hope. And I will manage with the help of beta-blockers.”

      “Sweet, sweaty Jesus, what a cluster-fuck,” Finn muttered as he stalked to the music room.
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      “Brace yourselves,” Finn shouted just before he and Mac entered. “Sully’s gone and busted a couple of ribs, his replacement doesn’t play professionally, and the icing on the cake? She requires drugs to perform.”

      He took a brief look at the trio of shocked faces before he continued. “This is Mac Wallis.” He shifted his attention back to Mac, mildly curious at her wary, sideways glance at the piano. He pointed to an empty chair. “You can sit there.” He introduced the rest of the quintet, pointing to each in turn. “That’s Jack Riley on bassoon, Wilson Kennedy on clarinet, and Griff Edwards on horn.” Not giving anyone an opportunity to do more than nod in greeting, Finn carried on. “Now let’s get started. We’re already running late. Mac, how long until your reeds will be ready to play?”

      Mac settled into her chair. She immediately opened her instrument case and tucked the top-joint of her oboe into her armpit while she continued with her preparations. “I soaked them before I left, so they should be good to go as soon as I have my top-joint warmed up. Give me two or three minutes to get myself organised?”

      “Like I have a fucking choice.”

      Mac stopped what she was doing and glared at Finn, her eyes bright with hurt and indignation. Then she unloaded. “Look, I’ve had just about enough of the snide, snarky bullshit. You don’t want me here. I get it. I don’t want me here either, but the way I see it, you’ve got three options. You find someone else to replace Sully, you cancel all your gigs until he’s better, or you deal with me. I’ll give you until the end of this rehearsal to make your decision, but I will not put up with any more of your unprofessional behaviour. Just because I don’t sing for my supper, don’t get the idea that you can treat me with any less respect than you would Sully.”

      Ignoring the audience, Finn replied, “Fair point. Are you just about ready to start?”

      “Absofeckinglutely.”

      “Okay, let’s do a full run-through without stopping, then we’ll see what we have to work with.”

      Finn kept an eye on Mac throughout the rehearsal, ready to cue her the moment she got lost. To his relief, the opportunity never came. She played perfectly. Instruments were laid to rest with the death of the final note, and applause quickly replaced the stunned silence.

      Jack gave Mac a quick wink. “Well, Finn, I know which option I’m voting for.”

      Finn was surprised by the unfamiliar feeling of jealousy. Where had that come from?

      Wilson piped up. “Well done, Mac. I have to know, was that straight sight reading, or have you played this before?”

      “I played it years ago at university, but not since. I had hoped to have time to go over it before coming to rehearsal, but with a concert on Friday, making reeds was my priority.”

      Finn finally found his voice. “You played it well here in rehearsal conditions, but I’m concerned about how you’ll do in performance, especially when you’re drugged up.”

      “Knock it off, Finn,” Griff snapped. “If Sully trusts Mac and her abilities enough to send her to us as his replacement, I think we need to accept she’ll be fine.”

      “I’m just uncomfortable about people relying on performance enhancing drugs.”

      “I guess Viagra’s not an option for you then,” Mac snapped.

      The others sniggered as Finn’s eyes flashed, but Mac didn’t back down. “This may have been just a rehearsal for you, but for me, it was worse than a performance. In a performance, I’m playing for strangers who are there to enjoy the music. Here, I was playing for strangers who were looking to pick apart every little thing. Now, I’m tired, grumpy, and ready to go home. So, what’s your decision, Finn?”

      “I still don’t like that you use drugs, but we have no choice. You’re in.”

      “You make it sound like I’m a crack-head. If you can come up with a drug-free way for me to cope with my performance anxiety, I’m all ears. Not that it’s any of your business, Mr. Just-Say-No, but the beta-blockers were the absolute last resort for me. Without them, I wouldn’t have graduated from university. Now, if we’re done here, I’m going home.”

      “Yeah, we’re done. Same time tomorrow night. I’ll need your contact information. Phone numbers and email, please. Here’s mine.” Finn handed over a business card.

      Mac grabbed her wallet from her purse and slipped his card into one of the compartments, before pulling out one of her own. “Here.” She slapped the card down on the seat next to her and proceeded to stow her gear.

      As they packed up, the rest of the quintet watched the sparks fly between Finn and Mac. They said their farewells, and Finn didn’t miss the look of panic in Mac’s eyes as the others left en-mass.

      He crouched next to her, bothered by her obvious distress. “I’m sorry, I’m not making a very good impression. I’m angry at the situation, and I’ve been taking it out on you. I’m not usually this much of an asshole. You were great tonight, and I look forward to playing with you.” He left out the part about his wish for an alternative because her need for medication completely freaked him out.

      “You’re forgiven. I’m sorry too. It’s not like I’ve been all sweetness and light. And before you blame it on the beta-blockers, I’ve been every shade of pissed off since I got that call from Sully this morning. The beta-blockers didn’t make their appearance until just before I headed over here. Now, I really do need to get going.”

      Finn stood to give her space while he watched her gather her belongings and scurry out the door. Sully would be getting a call as soon as she was gone. Fucker.
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      “What the fuck, man,” Finn bellowed, “You sent us a drug addicted amateur.”

      “Bullshit. I sent you one of the best oboists I know. The only reason she’s not on my sub-list, let alone at the top of it, is her crippling performance anxiety. Trust me, if I’d had any other options, I wouldn’t have done this to her.”

      “Seriously? Done this to her? What about what you’ve done to us? We’re going to crash and burn out there.”

      “You can’t tell me that she wasn’t perfection itself, so what’s really got your boxers in a braid?”

      “I admit it, she played beautifully. Pitch perfect, and not a note out of place. But she needs drugs to play. I can’t deal with that.”

      “No, she doesn’t need drugs to play. She needs prescription medication to perform. She was fine when we first started university, but as the music became more difficult, and the performance requirements more demanding, she developed anxiety so unmanageable, we couldn’t get her on stage. She could get to the wings, but then she’d just sink to the floor and shake. She hates performing because she hates taking beta-blockers. I doubt you’re going to believe me, but I’ll say it anyway, Mac does not require medication for anxiety outside of performance situations. So, do me a favour, try to put aside your own issues, and accept that she’s willing to put aside hers to help us out. Oh, and for the record, the only way she’s going to make you crash and burn, is if she changes her mind about playing. It seems to me, you are the only one who is likely to make that happen.”

      “Way to make me feel like even more of an asshole.”

      “Oh shit, what did you do?”

      “I was angry. I’m still angry, but I was angry and I took it out on her.”

      “Way to go, Finn.”

      “Well, a heads up before she showed at my door declaring herself as your submissive might have been helpful.”

      “Back up. What do you mean, declaring herself as my submissive?”

      “I opened the door, and she said, ‘I’m Mac, I’m Sully’s sub.’ Fuck, man, I thought she was yet another in your impressive collection of ditzy subs and she’d got the day of the play party wrong.”

      “Ow, ow, fucking ow. Fuck, don’t make me laugh, please don’t tell me any more. At least not until I am under the full effects of really good pain meds. Seriously, you thought I would have a sub of mine show up to a play party alone?”

      “It didn’t seem like you, but with such a restricted guest-list, I wasn’t sure.

      “Now you can be sure. There is no way I would let a sub show up anywhere to play without me.”

      “A little late, but good to know. I guess I really have some sucking up to do.”

      “Yup. And because I like you, I’m going to give you some helpful tips.”
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      Mac called Sully as soon as she got home. “I’m so feckin’ mad at you, I could break every single reed you have and leave you with nothing but commercial student reeds to perform on.”

      “I’m sorry, Mac. I fucked up. I get it. Now stop busting my balls and tell me how it went.”

      “Great. Between your buddy mistaking me for one of your bondage-bunnies and accusing me of being a drug addict, my evening was complete.”

      “Okay, you’ve made your point, things aren’t exactly smooth between you and Finn, but personal
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