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      Mac Wallis agrees to join the wind quintet, Dominant Cord, for the Christmas concert season as a favour to an old friend. It's her first step towards recovery after a vicious attack more than a decade before. However, sparks fly when Dominant Cord's unofficial leader, flutist, Finn Taylor takes issue with Mac's reliance on medication in order to perform.

      

      Mac can't understand why the jerk who so completely humiliated her at their first rehearsal keeps showing up in her late-night fantasies as the Dom of her dreams. It's not even like he's the good kind of bad boy.

      

      After his marriage ended in disaster, Finn tries to steer clear of damaged women, but as a Dom, he feels compelled put aside his own hang-up to help Mac reclaim her independence and her former life.
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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 friction aside, how did rehearsal go?”

      “It went fine. Fortunately, they’re doing something I’ve played before, even if it was forever ago. Thank fuck I didn’t have to sight-read.”

      “I knew it’d work out. There’s another rehearsal tomorrow night, right?”

      “Yeah. I’m struggling on whether to take blockers this time. Tonight was a no-brainer, but I hate taking them unless I absolutely have to.”

      “Why don’t you hold off, but have them with you so you can take one if you find you need it. Maybe just knowing they’re there will be enough for you to manage without.”

      “Yeah, I guess I could do that, but if I do end up needing them, I don’t want to waste everyone else’s time while I wait for them to take effect.”

      “I wouldn’t worry. They are concert-ready, and they’ll be happy enough with a little extra gossip time while your meds kick in. Are you okay, now?”

      “Yeah, I’m calmer, and a little less angry with you, but that doesn’t let you off the hook. You are into me for two, count ‘em, two favours to be named later.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, and I’m sure you’ll take every opportunity to remind me.”

      “Of course I will. Right, I’m going to bed now. I’m wiped. Good night. I hope your ribs start to feel better really soon.”

      “Thanks. G’night, Mac.”
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      Mac stared into the dark as she stroked her cat, Gounod. He was settled in his usual spot, full length between her legs with his head and front paw resting on her upper thigh. She’d tried every technique for falling asleep she could think of, but her mind would not shut off. She kept thinking back to Finn, and wondered how she could possibly be attracted to such an asshole?

      It’s not like he comes across as the sexy bad-boy type, either. He may believe otherwise, but he’s just an asshole, plain and simple. He accused her of being a drug addict and treated her like she was some skid-row junkie. That alone should have killed all feeling in her girly-bits. Nothing turned her off faster than humiliation, but damn, if this guy didn’t seem to work some kind of hoo-hoo voodoo.

      And with that thought, her pussy was swollen and needy, and she wasted no time giving in to its demand. Gounod growled his outrage as she shifted him out of her way. Mac rolled her eyes and laughed. “Suck it up you big baby, you can come back later when I’m done taking care of the other pussy in my life.” She reached into the drawer of her bedside table for her Rabbit. She slid it into her eager cunt and flipped the switch to nirvana. Three orgasms later, she drifted into a fitful sleep.
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      Finn stood in the shower and let the spray envelop him like a warm blanket as he thought back through his evening. Damn she was cute. Even standing at full height, her mop of dark, curly hair would barely skim the bottom of his chin. He first noticed her soulful eyes, but it was that sassy mouth of hers that was going to get him into trouble.

      The little head sure didn’t care if she was a druggie. From the moment he’d opened the door, his cock was fully present and accounted for. Thank fuck he’d gone for the tighty-whities and loose fitting trousers. The last thing he needed was the rest of the guys riding him over a tent-pole in his pants.

      Finn fisted his erection and stroked it from root to tip as he imagined Mac’s luscious pink lips wrapped around him. Taking him deep, swallowing him whole. His breathing increased, his heart pounded. After sporting an erection for hours, the image of Mac on her knees and his cock down her throat had him exploding with a speed he hadn’t experienced since he’d watched his first porn film as a teenager.

      Once he’d finally made it to bed, Finn carefully considered each of Sully’s suggestions for fixing things with Mac.
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      Mac checked the caller ID and groaned before answering. “Hello?”

      “Mac, hi, it’s Finn.”

      Mac tried to keep the wariness from her voice as she responded. “Yes?”

      “I was wondering if you could come over a little early tonight?”

      “Why?”

      “You said if I had any ideas on how to keep you from needing beta-blockers, you were all ears.”

      “I am all ears, and you have one of them right now, so, how about you tell me what you have in mind.”

      “I’d rather talk in person. You’ll be coming over anyway, so, unless you have other plans you can’t reschedule, what can it hurt? I was thinking you could join me for dinner. It would be refreshing to cook for more than just myself.”

      Mac didn’t bother to hide her irritation. “Look Finn, you don’t approve of me, and I don’t like you. I’m doing a favour for a friend, and that’s as far as it goes. I appreciate that you’ve been giving thought to an alternative way to deal with my performance anxiety, but as far as I know, I’ve tried it all, and the reality is, I don’t trust you. You have a hang-up. That’s not my problem.”

      “Mac, I’m sorry I’ve given you reason not to trust that I’m working in your best interests, but maybe you could try trusting that I’m working in mine, and my hang-up could provide you with an alternative to medication.”

      “No. I’ll be there and ready to play by seven. That is the extent of my obligation to Sully, and by extension, to you. I have a busy day ahead, so if there is nothing else?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Fine, then I’ll see you this evening, goodbye”

      “Bye.”
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      Mac opened the text without checking who sent it.

      ‘Open your front door.’

      A quick look at her inbox confirmed it was from Sully. What was he up to? She opened the door to a small basket of goodies from her favourite chocolate shop and smiled. She picked up the basket and brought it inside, feeling no urgency to read the card. Experience told her Sully was sorry, and chocolate consumption always took priority.

      She ripped the cellophane from the basket and sorted the chocolates in order of preference. As usual, she started with her least favourites, and finished with the ones she liked best. She popped the first chocolate into her mouth before grabbing the envelope and removing the card it contained. As she read, the confection turned to mud in her mouth and she promptly spit it into the discarded wrapping. She grabbed her phone and punched in Sully’s number.

      “You rat-bastard. You feckin’, sneaky, wasted sper—“

      “Hold on, Mac. Just hear me out, okay? Please?” Sully took advantage of the brief silence and continued. “Finn fucked up. He knows he fucked up, and he’s just looking for a chance to make it as right as possible. I feel partially responsible for this mess, so I need to do what I can to help fix it.”

      “Deceiving me is not how you fix things, Sully. You sent that text. You deliberately led me to believe those chocolates were from you. How am I supposed to trust you when you’d do something like this?”

      “Yeah, I sent the text to ensure you would open the door. I should have known you would assume the package was from me, but I didn’t deliberately mislead you. I’m sorry, sweetie. I hate the effect my lack of caution is having on you. Who’d have thought an afternoon skating date would have such crazy consequences.”

      “Fucker.”

      “Here’s the thing, I think both you and Finn overreacted, and we need to get some kind of truce in place before tonight’s rehearsal. I know you turned down supper at Finn’s, but how about I order in and you two meet here, in somewhat neutral territory?”

      “You’ll be there, too?”

      “Of course.”

      Mac considered everything Sully’d said, and after being friends for so many years, she knew he would never do anything deliberately to jeopardise their relationship. Besides, with the demanding concert schedule ahead of her, the last thing she needed was tension between herself and a fellow musician. “Fine.” Mac huffed. “I’ll be there at five and there had better be Indian.”

      “Great. I’ll give Finn a call and I’ll see you at five.”

      Mac stabbed the end button and threw her phone on the sofa as she thought about what to do with the chocolates. The peevish part of her wanted to package them back up and return them to Finn, but the rest of her wanted to cue up a DVD and gorge herself on them while she worked on reeds. With a concert the following night, it would be a struggle to have performance-worthy reeds ready in time. Her love of chocolate won out, and she settled in for a reed-making marathon with her buddies, chocolate, and The Doctor.
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      It was Finn who opened the door when Mac arrived at Sully’s house. “Oh, hi. Um, thanks for the chocolates, I enjoyed them.” Mac stepped inside, kicked off her shoes and hung her coat on a hook behind the door. “They’re my favourites, but you already knew that.”

      “Hi, yourself, and you’re welcome.” There was a twinkle in Finn’s eyes as he asked, “Did you enjoy them all?”

      “Of course I did. I have virtually no self-control when it comes to good chocolate. No, to be perfectly honest, I have absolutely no self-control when it comes to chocolate of any kind.”

      “Tell me that’s not all you ate today.”

      “Do you really want me to tell you that, or do you want me to tell you the truth.”

      Finn flipped his gaze skyward and shook his head in disbelief. “Well, at least you’ll be having a somewhat healthy supper before rehearsal. It arrived just a few minutes ago. How about you join Sully in the dining room and I’ll bring the food through?”

      “Okay, but I don’t mind giving you a hand.”

      “No, no, you go ahead and get yourself settled at the table, I’ll be in with the food in no time.”

      Mac stepped into the dining room and greeted her friend. “Hey, how are you feeling?”

      “Well, I’ve certainly been better. How about you?”

      She leaned down and laid a gentle kiss on the top of Sully’s head before settling herself in the chair to his right. “I’ve been better too, but at least all my ribs are intact.”

      “Well, that’s something, isn’t it?”

      “Here we go.” Finn set two dishes on the table. “Start serving yourselves and I’ll be back with the rest.”

      Mac picked up Sully’s plate and started loading it. Noting his raised eyebrows, she admonished, “Don’t you get any funny ideas, bucko. You know I’ll never sub to you.”

      “Yeah, but you’ll sub for me.” Sully shot her that lop-sided grin that other subs found irresistible.

      “Shut up, Sully. I have no idea why you keep trying with the grin. After more than a decade, you should acknowledge I’m immune, and give up.”

      “True, but the optimist in me says that as long as we’re both breathing, there’s a chance.”

      Finn placed the last of the food on the table and sat in the seat to Sully’s left before dishing up his own meal.

      “I wouldn’t call that optimism, Sully,” Mac retorted, “I would call it not knowing when to quit.”

      “Cheeky wench. You’d miss it if I didn’t shoot you the Sully grin every once in a while.”

      Mac’s voice oozed sarcasm as she raised an eyebrow. “Okay, I admit it, my life would be devoid of meaning if I were to never again be the recipient of your knicker-dropping grin.” She turned to Finn and asked, “Can you please pass the Naan?”
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      Mac enjoyed the good-natured banter she shared with Sully while they ate, but once supper was done, Sully’s voice turned serious.

      “All right you two. It’s time to work out the issues and figure a way for you to get along. We all know my part in this mess, and the toll it’s taken. The way I see it we only have one issue to address. Mac needing medication to control performance anxiety, and Finn’s fanatical repugnance to any kind of drug dependency.”

      “Hold on, Sully, I believe there are situations where medication is appropriate,” Finn objected.

      Mac’s voice dripped with disdain. “Oh, you mean like when a guy wants to fuck, and can’t get it up?”

      “Mac, that’s enough,” Sully snapped. “Both of you, not one more word before I’m done.”

      With nods from both Finn and Mac, Sully continued, “Considering the situation, I am not going to maintain any confidences for either of you if I think they will help us come to an understanding. Agreed?” Sully looked at Mac and waited for her nod before turning to Finn for his.

      “Mac, Finn’s wife died from a heroin overdose. She suffered from panic attacks. Her doctor prescribed medication, but it wasn’t long before she started self-medicating and heroin became her drug of choice.”

      Finn nodded at Sully and took over. “She was looking to numb out. The medication she was prescribed didn’t do it for her, so she sought out drugs that would. By the time I’d clued in, she’d already worked her way up to heroin. I was so caught up in my career, I didn’t notice things were so bad until it was too late. I thought I had convinced her to go to rehab, but before I could make arrangements, she’d overdosed. She was in her car when they found her body.”

      “Holy shit. That’s awful.” Mac met Finn’s gaze with tears in her eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

      Knowing what Sully was about to reveal about herself, Mac gave him a quick glance and said, “I’ve got this.” She turned back to Finn and, after a big shaky breath, she began.

      “I didn’t always suffer from performance anxiety. Well, I was always a little nervous before playing, but it was the kind of nervous that I think helped me give a little something extra that wasn’t there at rehearsal.”

      Sully stroked Mac’s forearm and encouraged her to continue. “Deep breath, sweetie. You’re doing fine. Better it comes from you. The more you talk about it, the smaller it gets. I promise.”

      She didn’t want to do this. Saying it out loud would bring it back and make it real. She much preferred to keep it safely in her back pocket where she could sit on it and squish it into something tiny and inconsequential.

      Mac sucked in another big breath and let it trickle through her clenched teeth. “I had just finished my final recital and my first gruelling year of university was over. I was in a practice room putting my gear away...I didn’t hear the door open, I was so far in my head. After a performance, it takes hours before I mellow out. Anyway, I had just finished zipping up my case, when I was grabbed by the hair and my face was slammed into the wall. The next thing I knew, my mouth was taped shut, and I was strapped naked to the piano bench and being told with each agonising thrust that I had no business playing a flawless recital. That it should have been his. The next thing I remember was freaking out in the ambulance. I’ll let Sully tell the rest. I only know his version, anyway.”

      Sully continued to stroke Mac’s arm. “Understanding Mac’s need to decompress after a concert, I didn’t go with her to pack up, but I was so pumped by her fabulous performance, I got impatient and went to look for her.”

      Mac listened to Sully recount the part she was missing. She both loved and hated that she couldn’t remember. She loved not having more horrible memories to live with, but hated having even the smallest part of her mind stolen by the actions of another.

      “I knew something was wrong when I saw the blind was down on the window of the practice room. Mac never, ever closed the blinds. I unlocked the door, and well, you know what I saw when I opened it.

      “The guy was another oboist in our studio. Mac’s perfect performance took him out of contention for a scholarship that provided the winner with a new instrument, tuition and living expenses for the remaining three years. Attacking Mac was how he managed his disappointment.”

      Mac stole a look at Finn to gauge his reaction. The tears in his eyes were her first indication that maybe he wasn’t quite as big an asshole as she’d first thought.

      “Anyway, I pulled him off and kneed him in the balls with everything I had and called 911. I freed Mac and covered her with her coat. She wouldn’t let me hold her or comfort her. All I could do was watch her rock in the corner. Fucking broke my heart. Every time that fucker lifted his head, I gave him another shot to the nads until the cops arrived.”

      Finn’s voice cracked with emotion. “Christ. Mac, I just don’t have words. I’m sorry doesn’t even come close.”

      Mac sat still and stared at her empty plate as she packed up her emotional baggage and jammed it back into her pocket. She was relieved when Sully changed the subject. It was nice that he knew her so well.

      “Right, how about you make Mac a nice cup of tea. She likes it a bit on the strong side with a good amount of milk.”

      Finn rose from his seat and started gathering dishes. “Tea, I can do. How about you, Sully?”

      “What I’d really like is a good stiff drink, but I’ll settle for a Coke.”

      “Right then, I’ll be back in a jiffy,” Finn said.

      “Mac, sweetie?”

      Mac looked up at Sully. “Yeah?”

      “Oh honey, I’m so sorry. That’s the last thing in the world I wanted to do, but I knew in the end it would be the kindest. I’m sure you don’t think so now...”

      “No, it’s fine, Sully. It was a long time ago, and I should be over it.”

      “Yes, it was a long time ago, but no, you’ll never be over it, and nobody who loves you would ever expect you to be. All we want for you is to find a way to live, really live, in spite of it. In the meantime, you have to go out there and save my ass. I love you, Mac.”

      “I love you too, you wanker. Now did somebody mention tea?”
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      Finn put the kettle on and started loading the dishwasher. Sully’s sanitised version had him believing she was medicating over a few butterflies in her belly, but this was a game changer. Rape was not the land mine he thought he’d be dodging. The longer he sat through the sordid tale, the more his stomach felt like returning his supper, along with everything else he’d consumed in the last week.

      He sure had a lot of shitty behaviour to make up for. Luckily, he had Sully’s handy dandy list of helpful tips and suggestions. That should provide a safe starting point.

      He was staring out the window into the darkness when he heard dishes being set on the counter. He turned to see Mac, looking fairly well composed, considering. “Thanks. I was just about to come and get them, but got lost in the void.”

      “You’re welcome. Can I help with anything?”

      “No, I’m almost done.” Finn gestured to the table. “Mac, can we sit and talk for a minute?”

      “I suppose,” she said, as she sat in the chair closest to her.

      Finn took the chair across from her. “I know I’ve been an insufferable prick at best. I’m sorry. From Sully’s explanation, I pegged you as the sort of person who’d turn to chemicals over a broken nail. That’s the sort of person my wife was. If she couldn’t get a manicure the moment the urge struck her, she popped a pill. If she couldn’t find exactly the right colour shoes to match her new dress, she popped a pill.”

      Mac’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I wish I were. You and I have good reasons for our issues. I think I get that you and my wife are nothing alike and I’m done using her behaviour to judge you. Whether you take meds or not is none of my business, and I’ll consider the matter closed. How about you?”

      Mac winked. “What matter?”

      Finn smiled back at her. “I’ll finish cleaning up here and I’ll bring your tea in when I’m done. Can you grab a Coke for Sully? “

      “Sure, no problem. Thanks for making tea. And thanks for not getting weird or treating me like a freak after hearing my tale of woe.”

      Having no idea how best to respond, he simply said, “You’re welcome.”

      Finn watched Mac take a Coke from the fridge and leave to sit with Sully. He packed away the leftovers and finished dealing with the kitchen. By the time the kettle had boiled, he had the beginnings of an action plan. He prepared Mac’s tea then grabbed himself a Coke from the fridge on his way to the dining room.

      Finn placed the steaming mug in front of Mac. “Here you go. I hope it’s how you like it. Sully, why don’t we go sit in the living room where I’m sure you’d be more comfortable.”

      “Great idea. You guys go on in, it’ll take me a minute to get mobile, and while I’m already up, I may as well hit the head. I’ll try not to be long, but I’m not exactly a speed demon these days.”

      Mac and Finn waited until Sully got to his feet before grabbing their drinks and making their way to the living room. Finn invited Mac to sit on the sofa before settling himself on the floor next to her legs. At her confused look, he said, “Sully said you love a good foot rub, and given you won’t be getting any from him for a while, and you’re bailing us out of a jam, and I’ve been such an asshole, and feel free to stop me any time...”

      Mac giggled, “No, no, you’re doing fine, carry on.”

      “Imp.” He shot her a cheeky grin. “Well?”

      “While I love a good foot rub, my hands are in greater need. I haven’t done this much reed work in such a short time since university.”

      “I can do hands.” Finn shifted from the floor and sat next to Mac, careful to leave what he hoped was enough space for her to be comfortable.

      Sully arrived and parked himself in the chair with the best view of the action.

      Finn started with Mac’s left hand, working deep into the muscle at the base of her thumb before moving outward and gently rubbing each finger from palm to tip.

      By the time Finn had moved on to her right hand, Mac’s eyes were closed and her head settled against the back of the sofa. Every so often, she gave a small moan, each sending another shot of blood to Finn’s already over-inflated penis.

      “Mac, I’d quit with the moaning if I were you. I think you’re restricting Finn’s blood flow to his brain,” Sully teased.

      She lifted a foot and wiggled her toes at Sully. “Careful, or I’ll let him rub my feet just to spite you. Finn, please tell me you don’t have a foot fetish too.”

      Finn laughed. “No, your feet only need be wary of Sully the foot fondler. I just like making a woman feel good, so I’m happy to rub whatever she wants me to.”

      Mac blushed and Finn took pity on her. “Five more minutes, and then we have to get going.”

      Mac glanced at her watch. “You may need to get going, but I don’t need to leave for another twenty minutes.”

      “Leave when I do, and you can have another hand rub before the rest of the guys arrive.”

      “That’s okay. I’m perfectly happy with the one I got.”

      Finn looked to Sully for support, but only got the universal code for quit while you are behind — an index finger slicing across his throat. He nodded and gave the back of Mac’s hand a gentle pat. “Right then, I have to get moving. I will see you soon, and drive carefully.”

      Finn rose and gave Sully’s shoulder a farewell squeeze and with a pointed look said, “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “You bet.”
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      Mac glowered at Sully

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that, Mac. He wasn’t to know I’m the only man you’ll be alone with. That is going to have to change, you know. There are men who are good, and kind, and trustworthy. Men who would treat you like you deserve to be treated. There are men out there who you can be alone with and be safe. Men you can even have sex with. Honey, it’s time to push your boundaries, and I think Finn might be the guy to do it with.”

      “I want my quiet life back, Sully. It was quiet up until yesterday.” Mac knew he was right, but that didn’t change how she felt.

      “Sometimes, we can’t go back. Come on, Mac, you know he gets your motor going. I thought you were going to come right there in that chair just from that hand massage.”

      “I will concede that I may have felt a wee tingle in parts that have been tingle-less for a number of years.”

      “I knew it.”

      “Oh, don’t go getting all smug on me. I have a perfectly good Rabbit to take care of that annoying little tingle.”

      “It’ll do for now, sweetie.”

      “I’ve got to get moving too. What can I do for you before I go?”

      “I think I’ll be fine, kiddo. Once you’re on your way, I’ll just settle myself in bed with a nice pain pill, a can of Coke, and my remote control.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure.”

      “I’m good. You don’t want to be late.”

      “I won’t be. You head off to bed. I’ll just set some reeds to soak and lock up when I leave.”

      “Alright. G’night, sweetheart.”

      “G’night, Sully.”
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      Finn flopped into his favourite armchair as he held the phone to his ear. “Hi, it’s about time you called.”

      “Sorry. Mac only just left. I know she was holding off until the last possible minute.”

      “And why is that exactly, Sully?” Finn asked.

      “Yeah, I knew this is why you wanted me to call. I wish we’d got it all out of the way tonight, but you have to agree, she’d had more than enough, especially this close to a performance.”

      Finn thought back to the determined look on Mac’s face when Sully was done telling the story, and realised she’d been at her limit. “Good grief, just get on with it before she gets here.”

      “She can’t be alone with a man. I’m the only one she feels safe with.”

      “Well that explains the look in her eyes when the guys all left last night.”

      “We’re going to have to work on it. I’ve let it go far too long. In the meantime, make sure she’s never left alone, okay?”

      “Got it. That fucker really did a number on her. Please tell me he got all that was coming to him.”

      Sully gave a heavy sigh. “He got fourteen years, but only has to serve just over nine. That means he gets out next year. It took almost two years from laying charges to sentencing. He was denied bail for all that time, and at sentencing, the judge refused to give him any credit for time served. Otherwise, he’d have been out already”

      The ball of anger in Finn’s stomach grew with each new detail about Mac’s attack and its repercussions. “Not enough, but at least he got jail-time. I guess getting caught in the act would go a long way to a conviction.”

      “Yeah. You’d think the dumb fuck would have pleaded guilty, but he fought to the bitter end. I don’t think that won him any points with the judge.”

      “Okay, so is there anything else I should know?”

      “I think that’s it, except maybe just let the beta-blocker issue go. At least until she’s done subbing for me.”

      “I already did. Mac and I had that conversation in the kitchen when she brought in the dishes. I would like to find a way to help her so she doesn’t need them to perform, but after tonight’s horrifying revelations, I will hold off. Now about the play party on Sunday. I know you won’t be playing, but do you think there’s any chance you could get Mac to come?”

      “I’ll see what I can do. I’ve been known to play the guilt card on occasion. This might be an appropriate time.”

      “Didn’t you use it to get her to play for you?”

      “Nope. That was an act of love, pure and simple. The guilt card is only required if I ask something truly decadent of her.”

      “Gotta go, that’s the door. I’ll catch you later.”

      “G’night.”
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      Mac stroked Gounod on her lap as she waited for Sully to answer his phone.

      “Hey, how did it go tonight, sweetie?”

      “Really well. I didn’t even need to take a beta blocker.”

      “That’s awesome. I knew you’d be fine.”

      “I know that won’t be the case tomorrow night, though.”

      “That’s okay, do what you can. Finn gets it. He won’t be on your case about it any more, but that doesn’t mean he won’t work at finding another way to deal.”

      “Yeah, I know. We talked about it earlier. It was hard to believe he was the same person I met last night. He went from total asshole to sweet and thoughtful. It almost gave me whiplash.”

      “I told you he really wasn’t an asshole. What happened with his wife warped his view of anxiety and medication.”

      “Yeah, I get it. At least we’re able to have a functional working relationship.”

      “That’s a start. So, Finn’s got a play party coming up on Sunday. I won’t be able to play, but I’m going to attend anyway. How about you join me.”

      Mac’s answer was instant. “No.”

      “Aw, come on, Mac. It’ll be fun. You don’t have to play. Just keep me company.”

      “Fuck you, Sully. You aren’t being fair. I know when you’re inching towards a guilt trip. It’s not going to work this time.”

      “It’s not some random party, Mac. It’s restricted to the quintet members and their subs. There’s no pressure. It’s just a social occasion where we get to let off steam. You aren’t the only one who needs to decompress after performing. When we have a crazy concert schedule, like we do every December, Finn throws end of week play parties.”

      “No. I am not part of the quintet, and I am not anyone’s sub.”

      “Right now you are part of the quintet, and while you may not belong to anyone, you are a sub.”

      “Fuck. Why are you pushing this? I agreed to perform a bunch of concerts in your place. That was all we’d agreed to. You never said anything about play parties, or any other social activities.”

      “True, I didn’t include socialising in my request, but I’m asking now. I want to go to the party, and if I don’t get to play, I’d like to have someone to keep me company.”

      Mac was torn. She’d spent years avoiding social situations. She felt safer and more in control that way, but sometimes she missed letting loose and having some fun with a group of people.

      “I wouldn’t be expected to play?”

      “Not if you don’t want to. You know the way it works. Nothing’s changed. Safe, Sane, and Consensual. You know I’d cut off my lips and rip my own lungs out before I’d ever put you at risk.”

      “Yeah, but would you play a concert on a commercial reed?”

      “In a heartbeat. So, will ya, will ya?”

      Mac could feel herself being swayed. Sully had protected her for years. Her head knew he would never put her safety at risk, but that didn’t stop her from being afraid.

      “I don’t know. It’s been so long since I’ve been to any party, let alone a kinky one.”

      I know, sweetheart. Just give it a try. If it’s too much for you, we’ll leave. Who knows, you might just have a little fun for a change.

      “I hate you, Sully. I really, really hate you.”

      “No you don’t. You love me to pieces. You can pick me up at seven.”

      “Fine. G’night.”

      “Good night, sweetheart.”

      Miserable fucker. Yet another thing he’d talked her into. How much more upheaval would he wreak upon her before his ribs healed. Oh well, she’d had a pretty good rehearsal, and getting through without needing a blocker made it that much better. That hand rub sure helped mitigate the earlier unpleasantness of the evening, and now she and Finn were no longer at odds with each other, she hoped things would go smoothly until her obligation to Sully and his quintet was over.
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      Mac was bombarded by the other members of the quintet the moment they left the stage.

      “Great concert, Mac,” Griff said, as he gave her a pat on the shoulder.

      “Yeah, I thought I’d seen your A game, but, wow.” Jack added.

      “Thanks, guys. I think we all kicked-ass tonight and I’m glad I didn’t let you down.”

      “You were completely fab. Wanna join us at the pub for a drink to wind down?” Wilson asked.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I need to head home. I decompress better there.”

      “Okay, but we’ll be at the Squeaky Wheel if you change your mind.”

      Mac donned her coat and grabbed her gear as she headed for her car. “Good night. I’ll see you all tomorrow night.”

      The men waved to Mac as she left. Finn opened the door for her, watching until he she’d made it safely to her vehicle and was driving away. He appreciated that she checked the inside of her car carefully before opening the door and getting in. He would have preferred to walk her to her car, but based on what Sully’d told him, he figured she wouldn’t be good with that, and he didn’t want to put her on the spot by asking.

      Baby steps. She rehearsed the night before without meds. That was huge to him. She’d agreed to come to the play party with Sully. That was huge in a whole other way. Well, off to the pub to drink with the boys. He’d have to give them some background on Mac so they could be aware of possible triggers. Why did he always have to fall for the damaged ones? At least with Mac, her anxiety was strictly limited to performance situations. As long as it stayed that way, he would deal.
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      Mac’s phone started ringing just as she settled into bed with a steaming cup of tea. She knew who it would be, even before looking at the caller ID.

      “Hi, Sully.”

      “Hey gorgeous, great gig tonight. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you sound better.”

      “You were there?”

      “Of course I was there. Your first performance in years? I’d have to be crossing the threshold of death’s door to miss that.”

      “Thanks for being there. You should have told me you were coming.”

      “Nope, you had enough on your mind. I didn’t want to risk being any kind of distraction for you. Anyway, I know you have a post-performance ritual, so I will let you get back to it. I just wanted to let you know how awesome you were and how proud of you I am.”

      “Thanks. Sometimes, I think you know me way too well, but I’m really glad you do.”

      “Goodnight, sweetheart.”

      “Goodnight.”

      Mac sipped her tea as she considered her best friend. He would make someone very lucky one day. Too bad he didn’t have a nice, regular woman to be taking care of him while he’s out of commission. On second thought, it’s probably just as well. His rampant libido and non-existent self control would likely hold back his recovery. Hell, that’s what got his ribs broken in the first place. At least he wouldn’t get a chance to over-do it at the play party. That was probably the only good thing she could come up with about letting Sully talk her into going.

      Bugger. It had been so long since she’d been around any of that kind of activity in real life. She had been just getting involved when her world imploded. While her interest remained, she limited her indulgence to online lurking. She and Sully talked about it, but mostly in the context of his exploits.

      While she often masturbated to Sully’s anecdotes, it was only the sub’s experience that turned her on. Because theirs was a sibling-like relationship, she consciously replaced Sully with the Dom of her dreams. Somehow over the last few days, the Dom of her dreams had morphed into Finn.

      Finn. How on earth was she going to handle watching him play with someone else? True, the only playing she’d done in years happened in her head, and the prospect of a physical experience was too terrifying to contemplate. Of course, she didn’t have to watch Finn. The rest of the quintet would be there. She could watch them. Besides, she was only going to keep Sully from feeling like a wallflower. Maybe just being there, watching the action live, would help her shift from fantasy-land to reality.
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      Mac fidgeted as she and Sully waited at Finn’s front door. “It’ll be fine. I’ll be there the whole time, but if I do have to leave you for any reason, you know, like taking a piss, I’ll make sure you are safe and not left alone. Trust me.”

      “I do trust you. You know I do. That doesn’t make this any less scary, though.”

      “It’s okay to be scared as long as it doesn’t hold you back. You’ve been letting it hold you back for too long.”

      Their conversation stopped as they heard the lock being released, and they both turned to face the door.

      Finn appeared and smiled. “Great, you both made it. Come on in, we’re just getting organised. Now that you’re here, we can get started.”

      Mac and Sully entered and stowed their outerwear. Finn continued as he locked the door behind them, “I’ve set up seating for you in the after-care area, which should afford you both a good view of most, if not all the action. There is a refreshment table there as well, so please, do help yourselves.”

      They made their way through to the kitchen, where an open door revealed a staircase to the basement.

      “Hold onto the banister and watch your step. It’s a little steep. We can’t afford another injured oboist.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, Mac got her first glimpse of the playroom. It was
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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