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        “A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.”

        - Jean de La Fontaine

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      Owen’s a special sort of guy. An alpha in waiting, unaware that with the right spark, his need for dominance is just under the surface. Trix’s bold confidence is exactly what he needs in his life, and once he discovers that, he’s hurtling to the finish lime with no holds barred.

      I hope you enjoy these two as much as I have!

      XoXo,

      Layne
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      Dating isn't my thing. Ever. Meeting a woman from the Holidates App, even less so. But to appease one of my best clients, here I am.  It's almost a relief when the woman I'm vetting ghosts me. If only this entire endeavor could be written off like a lame April Fool’s joke.

      When Trix Conway drops into my lap before I can leave, though, there’s no way I’m letting the universe make a fool of me. I know right then and there I’m nobody’s fool but hers. No matter what, I’m gonna make her mine.
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      “Welcome to The Monarch Wing, sir. Would you like a drink and a menu, or would you like to wait for the other member of your party to arrive?”

      Manners might dictate waiting, but the woman I’m here to meet is  already ten minutes late, and if I’m honest with myself, a drink might help settle my nerves enough that I won’t bite her head off when she does show up. More likely if she shows up.

      “I’ll take a pint of Stella, please. Draw, if possible.”

      The waiter melts back into the crowd, leaving me to contemplate my sorry situation.

      Holi-dates? The fuck? I mean, I’ve been in and out of nearly every corner of the interwebs, and I’ll be damned if I’ve ever heard of this jackassery. An app that pairs up folks when they need dates for holiday events? This is where we’re at as a society? I know I’m jaded, but the idea of going on a blind date is more hive inducing than just going on a date at all.

      Considering I’m a twenty-five year old who’s never even held another person’s hand, I think it’s pretty obvious how opposed I am to the entire idea of dating and love connections. The whole situation is enough to give me stomach upset. Don’t get me wrong; I’ve got the same urges and needs as most other humans. I’m not hyposexual. Believe me, I fuck my fist at least as much as any other dude.

      I just can’t deal with physical touch from other people. Since skin-on-skin is kinda a requisite part of things when you have a sexual partner, I’m stuck with solo fucks. Which means using the app isn’t for me. It’s for a client. Needing to avoid even the accidental brush of other people’s flesh against my own has made it necessary for me to figure out a way to support myself in a way that keeps me away from everyone else.

      Fortunately for me, I’ve managed to find a means not only to support myself, but to make a lot of money doing so. Consequently Concierge, the virtual assistant company I began while completing my online bachelor’s degree program, has become a nationwide brand. It services everyone from new parents who need errands scheduled to billionaire CEOs who don’t want staff in their homes full time but need someone to handle the trivial matters.

      A different server returns with my beer, laying her hand casually on my shoulder as though we’re not absolute strangers. Immediately, prickles of anxiety rise like invisible goosebumps over my entire body. I recite the mantras I’ve learned in the decades since the accident that screwed me up so badly that the mere brushing of skin from others sends me into a tailspin.

      “Oops, sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you.” Her apology is as embarrassing for me as it is for her. I know she didn’t mean anything by the touch. She was likely just being friendly. Everyone in this town, in this bar, seems to be injected with an overdose of smalltown hospitality.

      I remind myself that’s why I’m here at a dive bar in this small, Midwest town. Holidates.

      The place is called The Monarch Wing, which I’m guessing is a play on the town’s name, Mariposa, which means butterfly in Spanish. It’s kitschy and fun, and were I any other sort of guy, I’d probably be thrilled to be here since the whole place is filled with ridiculously hot women.

      Beyond the constant worry of being bumped into in a crowded place like this one, being surrounded by so much of what I can’t bear to experience blows. But I’m here to do a job. One for which I’m charging the client an absurd convenience fee because he didn’t want the job entrusted to even my best employees. He needs a fake-fiancée for some antiquated, convincing-the-old-guard, blah-blah bullshit, and asked me to use Holidates to match him with a suitable partner for his company’s annual Fourth of July picnic.

      That’s where I come in. My client, Rodrick, heard about the app from a micro-investor, who’d looked into it during its launch and been unable to buy in as the developers kept it privately owned, but a lot of the heavy hitters in his wealth circle have been obsessed with the idea. Rodrick’s plan is to have me interact with women online, looking for one who meets a very specific criteria, and eventually meet with likely candidates.

      At some point, he’ll have to meet with the final selection to establish a plan for the fake dates, but so far, it’s all been on me to handle. With every infinitesimal twitch of the second hand over my watch face, my regret grows. Tonight is the first of four possible dates I need to meet, and I’d hoped to be able to one-and-done this entire experience.

      Covertly, I try to scan the people all around me. I’ve seen her photos, and I know who to expect. I also know she’s nowhere in the crowd. With blonde pixie-cut hair, slender frame, and an elfin chin, Melissa Harmon is exactly the type of woman Rodrick looks to parade in front of the board before he sends her off into the sunset without heartache or drama.

      Or she would be, if she were here. It makes no difference to me whether it’s her, Hannah, Jessica, or Bethany who winds up agreeing to the holidate bargain Rodrick looks to strike. Aside, from the fact I’m the one looking like a ghosted asshole in a roomful strangers.

      “Babe! You’re early! I’m so happy to see you!”

      I get no warning
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