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Chapter 1


          

          
            Cate

          

        

      

    

    
      I will never, ever understand what the big fuss is over Luca Leone.

      As I sit across from him in the airport shuttle bus, rocking and swaying with the motion of all the stops and starts, I look at my best friend’s older brother skeptically. I’m wedged into this three person seat, Luna Leone on one side, our other bestie from college Harper on the other. Luna leans forward, looking out the window into the still bright early evening light.

      And Luca sits opposite of us with his two closest friends, the three oversized men comically jammed together on this crowded bus. One dark haired, one blond, one ginger. They are quite a matched set. I see dark-haired Luca say something to his friends and laugh, though I can’t hear it. The engine is loud and the bus is packed so I can talk to Luna and Harper without being worried that Luca will overhear.

      “Cate! Harper! When we get to the hotel, I call the biggest room. It is my birthday after all.” Luna grins at me and Harper, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “No argument here,” Harper says, muffling a yawn.

      “Mm,” is my only comment.

      I scrunch my face up, studying Luca as he talks to Bradford and Owen. Whatever they are talking about, his expression is sly. Probably making fun of somebody, I bet.

      What is Luca’s deal?

      He’s tall, yeah. Probably six foot two or three, without an ounce of fat on his big frame. I’ve seen him with his shirt off at the pool; his six pack abs and well-muscled arms are nothing to sneeze at. He’s got dark hair with just a hint of a curl. His angular cheeks have two days of dark stubble growing on them, which is kind of hot.

      And then there are his eyes, a gorgeous dark brown-black wrapped in long, dark lashes. His gaze is always penetrating, making me feel like he sees right through me. Sees my darkest secrets and greatest wishes.

      Swoon-worthy? Yeah, maybe. But all of that can’t make up for the fact that he is a jerk. He’s always antagonized me from the first moment that I met him when he picked up Luna and me from the mall. He pulled up in his too-expensive car, arched a brow, and uttered the words that would come to define our relationship.

      “Honestly, Luna. This is who you think you should be bringing home? God, remind me to count all the silver when she leaves.”

      My whole body filled with shame. From that moment on, Luca was the ultra-rich older playboy and I was the girl whose family just scraped by. We were entrenched.

      Ugh. His smug smile makes me feel so… so tense. Like I have to be vigilant at all times, to be on my guard in case… well, of what, I’m not sure.

      I’ve known Luna and Luca for almost nine years, since my first day of high school. And it has always been like this. Luna is the adorable one, playing younger sister to Luca. Luca is the brooding, taunting one… and I’m the one that is rushing to catch up with them, desperate and flushed while trying to keep pace.

      Luna elbows me. “Are you okay, Cate?”

      She tucks a strand of dark hair behind one ear, looking flawless as always. She pulls off her bob and her white wrap dress so easily. I flush, looking down at my threadbare jeans. I won’t make a big deal about money, though she has infinitely more of it than I do…

      “Yeah, sure,” I say, trying to brighten my tone. “Just worried about work. Javier wasn’t thrilled when I told him I had to take this weekend off. I told him I covered my shift but he gave me this whole lecture about responsibility.”

      Her brows lift. “But you’ve never taken a sick day or requested vacation at all in the time that you’ve been working at the cafe! You’re just one barista… what is the harm in you asking for a few days off?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “I know. You would think from the amount of hassle he gave me that I’d just asked him to give me a kidney or something.”

      Our other best friend from college Harper leans over from Luna’s other side. She’s blonde and pretty, but she doesn’t pull a single punch. “Your job sucks.”

      Luna nods emphatically. “It really does. You should make Luca hire you to work at his bar. I heard one of the bartenders talking last week about how much she makes working just three days a week. Can you imagine just working the weekends and making way more than you do now?”

      “My kitten Lyra would like if I just never worked again. So much more time to devote to petting her!” I joke. “Will your brother pay me just to knit and pet my cat, I wonder?”

      Obviously I am just kidding; the idea of Luca being my boss makes me nothing short of queasy. I know I’m stubborn but the idea of taking anything from anyone is hard. I almost refused when Luca texted me an invite to this weekend.

      An all exclusive weekend, all airfare and hotel already paid for? The idea still makes me squirm and blush. I could never afford that, not when I’m only a year out of college and making a whopping nine dollars an hour.

      Well, nine dollars an hour plus tips. I roll my eyes to myself. Like that really matters.

      Luca looks up at me. His casual smile falls just a little and he cocks an eyebrow. What are you looking at? he seems to say. I blush, darting my gaze away. When I glance back for a moment, he is focusing on what his friend Owen is saying.

      “I can’t believe we are actually in Vegas for the weekend,” Luna says to me and Harper. She grins excitedly. “I might actually start my day tomorrow at the pool. Try to soak up all the sun that I don’t get at home in Seattle.”

      “I can’t believe your brother paid to fly all of us out here,” Harper says. She eyes Luca, who sits between two of his best friends. She sighs wistfully. “What a birthday gift. He’s paying for the flight, the hotel, and basically everything else? I am so jealous that you have Luca.” Dropping her voice, she whispers the last bit. “And having your brother and his two hunky best friends to stare at doesn’t hurt, either.”

      “Mm,” I say again, giving her my most disgruntled expression. “Luca’s hot, but so rude. No offense, Luna.”

      She shrugs. “None taken. I know my brother can be a tool.”

      “Well, I’m totally gonna get drunk tonight,” Harper declares. “And so are you, Miss ‘My Birthday Isn’t Until Tomorrow’ and Miss ‘I’m Catholic And Perfect’.”

      She casts an eye over us. Luna laughs. “It will technically be my birthday at midnight… can you believe I’ll be twenty-five?”

      “You’re so old,” I tease, elbowing her in the ribs. “I won’t be twenty-five until April.”

      “We should do something for our birthdays again this year,” Harper says. “Yours is the 14th, right? Mine is April 20th.” She looks thoughtful.

      The shuttle lurches to a stop and Luca stands up, clearing his throat. “This is our hotel. Come on, everybody off.”

      The next few minutes are taken up by struggling off the shuttle bus with our bags. Our huge hotel and the Vegas strip are a blur as we lug ourselves through the fancy marble lobby, receive our keys, and head up the elevators. To my surprise, Luca has booked two enormous suites on the same floor, one for the girls and one for the guys.

      I use my keycard, stopping in my tracks with wide eyes as soon as I burst into our suite. It has an enormous window at one end, two stories high, looking down on a fancy white kitchenette and a big white living room. Everything is white and lavish, without a doubt.

      “Come on, let us in,” Harper says, gently pushing me aside with her shoulder.

      “Sorry,” I say, nervously moving out of the doorway. “This place must have cost Luca a small fortune to rent for the weekend. And there is one like it for the guys too?” I whistle.

      Luna shrugs, looking around. “He said he got a deal. Where are the bedrooms?”

      Harper is already making her way down the little hallway tucked away almost out of view. “Over here.”

      “Yesssss,” Luna says, rolling her suitcase over. I drift behind them as they go down the hallway, opening bedroom doors. She launches herself into one of the rooms, jumping up and down on the bed. “This bed is so nice!! Oooh and look! Complimentary champagne…” She grins at me. “We are gonna be so drunk before dinner.”

      Smiling, I shake my head at her. Finding my identical room, I wheel my luggage in.

      Harper yells from her own room. “It’s time to change for pre-dinner drinks!”

      “And Cate, do not come out of that room wearing jeans!” Luna calls. “I mean it! Wear something a little daring for once in your life.”

      No one is around to see my blush. The girls like to rib me about how I dress conservatively, about how I don’t usually drink or do drugs. What can I say, I was raised to be a good, God-fearing Catholic.

      Like a go to Mass on Wednesdays kind of Catholic. A visit the cemetery to talk to Mom and Dad even though it makes me super sad kind of Catholic.

      So when I step out of my bedroom in a new black lace dress that barely covers my butt, Luna and Harper look at me with a fair amount of surprise. Harper pulls off a pink jumper perfectly, and Luna looks amazing in a sparkly silver dress that hugs her curves. I tug on the lace sleeves of my dress, embarrassed.

      “Is it okay?” I ask.

      “Oh my god!” Harper cries. “I’ve been trying to get you to dress like this for my whole life, I feel like.”

      “That dress fits you perfectly,” Luna says. “It’s gorgeous.”

      When I walk over to her, she hugs me, taking care to tuck the price tag of the dress back into the nape of my neck. I blush again; I didn’t want Luna and Harper to know that I’ll be returning this dress first thing on Monday morning.

      “Thanks,” I say, bowing my head. She hugs me for a second longer, her eyes sparkling when she pulls away. She winks at me.

      Harper is already popping a bottle of champagne. It spills over while she pours a little into each glass, delighting her. “Get your glasses!”

      We rush to grab our champagne flutes from the bar, toasting.

      “To Luna,” I say. “May you be blessed and fruitful in the coming year.”

      Harper holds her glass up. “And may you get so drunk that you can’t see tonight… but not spend all night puking. Happy birthday, love.”

      We cheers, sipping the bubbly brew. When we’ve downed that glass, Harper refills our flutes. “Thank God for your brother, Luna. Whatever possessed him to plan this trip, I’m so glad to be here.”

      Luna snorts. “I think it’s more of a sign that he is over getting dumped by Madisyn than an homage to me, honestly.”

      That makes me sit up a little straighter. “It’s been almost three months,” I murmur. “It’s about time he got over her. I can’t believe they were almost married! She was just so… awful.”

      Harper cocks a brow. “Really? Even you didn’t like her? I thought you were all, ‘everyone is nice, sometimes we just can’t see it’ or whatever.”

      An image of the gorgeous brunette with her designer clothes and sky-high heels pops into my head. Even in my mind, she has a bitchy expression. I pull a face. “She was awfully rude to me. And to Luna, even. You can say anything you want to me, but don’t you dare talk bad about my friends. After that, I couldn’t help but develop a distaste.”

      “Well, well.” Harper grins. “Welcome to the dark side, Cate. It’s nice here. We have the best cocktails.”

      Luna looks down at her cell phone screen. “Luca says that we are leaving for dinner and a show in ten minutes.”

      “That’s enough time to put on our shoes and have a third glass of bubbles…” Harper says, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

      “Wait, will one of you please do my eyeshadow?” I plead.

      Luna looks between us, grinning. “I have a good feeling about tonight. We are going to have the best time, girls.”

      As Harper fills up my glass again, I bite my lip. Here in our hotel room, I’m fine. It’s just when I get outside, when people are looking at me… that makes me anxious. No, let’s be honest. The very idea of doing something stupid while Luca looks on, judging me…

      That makes me shake.

      Yeah, I’m going to have to drink a lot more to make that okay. I down my third glass in a single gulp and hurry to get my shoes from my room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Luca

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you having a good time?” I shout in Luna’s ear.

      She is seated beside me at the dance club, wedged into the semicircle of a booth while we watch the lights flash. We’re on the second floor, a little removed from the noisy dance floor. The music is still loud as fuck, but it’s muffled slightly on the second floor. Above our heads, there is a TV with a stream playing of the semi famous DJ who is spinning records on the stage below.

      Luna looks up at me with a grin. “Yes. Thank you, Luca. Bringing me and my best friends to Vegas was an amazing idea.”

      “No problem,” I call back with a shrug. “Since I own a music venue, almost everything you want to do this weekend is free for us. I scratch this club owner’s back, he scratches mine. Same with the hotel; I book a few acts that the hotel manager wants to promote, he gives me a discount, etc., so forth.” I flap a hand.

      “Well you should get something out of it, since you work like all the time,” she shouts, wrinkling her nose. “You should get way more weekends like this one.”

      I shrug again. “I make do.”

      A fast-paced song comes on and Luna squeals. “Omigod! I love this song!”

      She grabs Harper’s hand and drags her down to the dance floor, leaving me alone in the booth. Owen and Bradford never even made it this far, scouting people that they wanted to flirt with as soon as we got in the door of the club. I sit back with a sigh.

      As much as I want to party and get drunk, a part of me is still in big brother mode. I will be vigilant no matter what, which means I’m not going to totally cut loose. Which is fine, because I’m still brooding about my failed engagement.

      I try to think of what Madisyn is doing right now. Probably going out to dinner with some guy that isn’t me, batting her lashes and trying to figure out his net worth. Yeah, Madisyn is kind of shallow; she is one of those girls that picks men based on good looks and a fat bank account… but she was very hot and very quantifiable.

      What you see with her, you get. End of story.

      I glance up from my brooding to see my little sister’s friend Cate sitting down in the booth. I narrow my gaze at her; she blushes and hooks a strand of her long, wavy hair behind her ear.

      Sending my gaze up and down her figure, I realize that she’s actually pretty. Pretty and extremely short. Her head probably lands a whole foot below mine.

      Too bad I can’t stand her. Since I’ve known Cate, she’s been annoying and usually downright unpleasant to be around. I swear, I made one crack about her when I first met her and she’s turned up her nose at me ever since.

      But a vague dislike on my part was cemented into a cold, hard hate by the end of the first month that she was friends with Luna.

      I’ll admit that I think she’s hot. I’ve seen her in a barely-there black bikini, her tits and ass and legs looking like a million fucking bucks.

      One toss of her dark hair. One glance over her shoulder. One glimpse of those big, dark eyes set in her elfin face. And then she bent down in front of me, her eyes flirting even as she reached for the sunblock…

      My brain practically melted.

      Cate short circuits my thoughts by sitting on the very edge of the seat, looking extremely uncomfortable. I’m entirely sure that if Cate had her way, I wouldn’t be on this trip at all.

      That makes me smirk. I beckon to her with two fingers and she scoots further into the booth.

      “Where’s the librarian today?” I ask, accidentally getting a little too close to her ear. She reacts visibly, glancing up at me with those wide, curious eyes.

      “What librarian?”

      I can’t help it. I rib her a little. “The librarian whose clothes you usually steal. You know, skirts below your knees, cardigans buttoned up to your neck…” I grin. “Or is it a nun who you’ve been defrocking?”

      Her cheeks go a vivid, angry red. “I’m so sorry that I don’t just strip naked and strut around trying to please you, Luca. That’s not the world I inhabit. I have a purpose other than to make your jeans tight, okay?”

      I roll my eyes. “Of course, Miss Feminist. But nobody said that you had to dress like a ninety-year-old lady just because you don’t want to accidentally turn anybody on.”

      Cate gives me sour look. “That’s just your opinion.”

      I reach for my drink, swirling the ice cubes around in their whiskey bath. “Me and the rest of the male population, you mean.”

      Though I’m teasing her, my eye does drop to her dress. Made of black satin, it’s pretty damn short. Until now, until I actually laid eyes on her gleaming legs, I would’ve probably assumed that Cate didn’t have legs worth noticing.

      But I’m noticing them now. I’m making note of the way that dress hugs her body, the hemline barely covering the vee between her legs.

      Yeah, all right. Cate is not horrible to look at. Not by a long shot, if that often-recalled memory of her is right. It’s just too bad that she hides herself away most of the time.

      She hasn’t always been like this. Frigid and blocky. She used to merely be annoying.

      “Stop staring,” she mutters, blushing. She rolls her eyes a little and reaches for the bottle of champagne chilling in a bucket of ice on the table. She refills her glass, spilling a little of the bubbles. It’s only then that I realize that Cate is drunk.

      For some reason, that thought makes me smile. When she glances back up at me, she sees me smiling and gives me a distrustful look.

      “What?” I ask, splaying my hand out. I take up plenty of space in the booth, man-spreading with a kind of glee. I know that it gets her goat, otherwise I wouldn’t do it.

      “You are just such a guy,” she declares, looking away.

      “Don’t even start with that shit.” I sip my whiskey for a second, eyeing her. “Is this about the Beatles again?”

      Her gaze darts back to me, her eyes narrowing almost to slits. “Oh my god. You and the Beatles!! I’m a millennial, alright? I don’t even know why the Beatles are a big deal. Or the Rolling Stones or like… I don’t even know. U2, I guess?”

      I push my glass away, disgusted. “U2 and the Beatles are not the same.”

      She is so snotty. “I’m sorry I don’t like Radiohead or whoever you think is the best band ever.”

      I can feel my chest puff out and my brain start to overheat.

      “How can you even say that? Radiohead has three of the best rock albums of all time. And one of the best electronica albums too, incidentally.” I narrow my gaze. "And I’m a millennial too, you know. I’m only twenty-seven. I happen to just have good taste.”

      She takes another sip of champagne. “Whatever. So what? So I like the music in the top 100. Not everybody is a snob.”

      “People that call me a music snob have literally no perspective in music,” I point out to her, grinding my teeth.

      “So?” she asks with a shrug. “You’re so hung up on music. I’m just not. It’s like religion… I believe in Jesus, you… well, you don’t. We just don’t see eye to eye. We never have.”

      She’s right. I’m definitely an atheist. “I’ve known you for eight years⁠—“

      “Nine,” she corrects me.

      That causes me to roll my eyes again. “All right, nine years. And you’ve been irritating every single one of them.”

      “Kettle, you’re black.” She sips her drink. It takes me a few seconds to realize she’s saying the I’m the pot and I’m calling the kettle black. “Mm. This champagne is good. Did this get better somehow?”

      A low chuckle escapes me. “I think you might be drunk, Little Miss Goody Two Shoes.”

      She looks at me with a startled expression. “Am I? I’ve been drunk before and I don’t remember it being so…” She screws up her face. “Mmm… I feel lovely.”

      She scoots inward into the booth a little more, her face flushed. The corners of my mouth tip up. She really is pretty when she’s not using her mouth as a way to destroy me.

      Then she stops what she’s doing and looks at me, her brows drawing down.

      “Oh, I think I’m really going to regret this tomorrow. Anytime that I really enjoy myself, I pay for it later.” She nods sagely, but that is a little overtaken by how drunk she appears.

      I cock a brow. Is that how she sees everything in her life? Or does she just mean partying? Either way, it’s kind of sad.

      “You’re going to have a hangover in the morning,” I agree.

      She looks at me, her brown eyes seeming impossibly large. “How did I end up here? I’m in Vegas. I should be partying and have a good time, not worrying about tomorrow. And definitely not telling you about it.” She shakes her head. “You’re the closest thing I think I’ve ever had to an enemy, you know that?”

      Snorting, I pick up my glass of whiskey, upending the whole thing into my mouth and swallowing down. Alcohol is apparently a truth serum for Cate, which is just another thing that we don’t have in common. Whiskey is my friend, even when it gives me hangovers.

      When I look at her again, she is staring at her hands that she’s placed on the table, spread wide.

      “You are pretty annoying,” I say at last.

      Cate looks at me, scrunching up her nose. “You think I’m annoying? You’re annoying. You’re so bossy and domineering and… stuff.” She hiccups.

      “Well, at least that’s settled.” I huff a sour laugh.

      “What?”

      “That we are enemies. I know you’re drunk but please keep up with the flow of conversation, Cate.”

      She glares at me. Luckily I’m saved from whatever shitty comeback she has by the arrival of the rest of our party, breathless and drunk. Owen and Bradford slide in on my left, Luna and Harper get in on Cate’s right. Owen is red-faced and sweaty, but he doesn’t seem as drunk as everyone else.

      “Scoot over!” Luna says, bumping Cate’s hip with her own. “Luca and Cate, you two can stand each other for a weekend, right?”

      Cate and I move closer together, but both of us are staring daggers at Luna. Luna doesn’t seem to notice. She’s still glowing with post-dancing energy. Cate and I end up almost touching, with barely an inch between us. Bradford puts a stack of crinkled napkins on the table, looking proud of himself.

      Owen picks one up, reading aloud from the note scrawled on it. “You’re cute af. Call me. Dan.”

      Bradford grins. The second he opens his mouth, a thick Southern twang pours out. His accent always gets more pronounced when he’s a little drunk. “It’s not a surprise that Vegas is great for meeting hot guys. It is a surprise that I got a dozen phone numbers in the hour and half we’ve been here though.” He pats himself on the back. “Well done, Bradford. Your hotness has been noted.”

      Owen nods, giving Bradford a drunken one over. “If I liked guys, I would probably want to suck your dick.”

      “Thanks.” Bradford laughs. “We’ve had this conversation before.” He pats Owen’s arm. “I also got a girl’s number. She was drunk as a skunk but very nice.” He sorts through the pile of napkins. “Lisa. I couldn’t even tell her that she’s barking up the wrong tree.”

      A waitress approaches with a bottle of alcohol and a tray of shot glasses. “Hey guys! Who ordered the tequila?”

      Luna shoots up her hand. “I did!!”

      I give Luna a discouraging glance. “Oh, you really didn’t have to do that…”

      The waitress deposits the bottle and six shot glasses brimming with tequila on the table. Then she places a little plate with salt and limes on it in front of each of us. “I’ll be back soon to refresh your limes, okay?”

      I nod to the waitress, who gives me a meaningful wink. She hands us napkins and then walks away, short skirt swishing. I turn mine over and find her number printed neatly on it. I glance up at her, a smile on my lips.

      “Hey! Pay attention!” Luna gives me a mischievous grin and picks up her shot. “It’s almost midnight. That means that it’s almost my birthday. Which means that if I tell you to drink, you drink!”

      Then without preamble she shoots the tequila. Shaking my head a little, I shoot the tequila, eschewing the salt but biting into a lime wedge afterward. As soon as I put my glass down, Bradford is already refilling it.

      “Here’s to Luna’s birthday,” Owen says, raising his glass. He hiccups. Now I can tell that he’s drunk. “And here’s to not being tied to Madisyn for the rest of your life, Luca! I can’t tell you how glad I am not to have to hang out with her every time I want to see you.”

      Just the sound of her name on my best friend’s lips sends a little shiver of displeasure down my spine. Madisyn dumped me as publicly as possible, citing irreconcilable differences. She’s the last thing I want to talk about right now.

      So I shoot the tequila, wincing at the afterburn. I start feeling the effects of the first shot, the heavy, numbing sensation overlaid with a thick layer of dreamy smog. I find myself chuckling though I don’t know what I’m laughing at, per se.

      Harper clears her throat, rising up from her seat halfway and lifting her shot glass. “We are some of the hottest people here. Honestly, the fact that—” She pauses, giggling. “The fact that none of us have never slept together is amazing.”

      Luna’s eyes light up. “Good point. Oooh! Let’s play never have I ever!”

      Cate shifts in her seat, uncomfortable. “What are the rules, exactly?”

      Bradford leans in towards the center of the table. “Drink if… you have ever thought about how hot someone else in this circle is.” He eyes Owen. “I know that you have to drink, because earlier you said I was a good-looking man.”

      Owen grins. “Fair enough. I might have had a shit ton of whiskey first, but I meant it honestly.”

      Bradford grins. “Well, I think everyone is hot.”

      He tips his shot glass back. Everyone else does a shot, everyone but me. Bradford slides me a look. “What are you doing?”

      Rolling my eyes, I sigh. “Not taking a shot.”

      He pulls a face. “Seriously? Don’t make me call you out.”

      Confused, I give him a look. “On what?”

      Owen leans closer to me, his eyes sparkling. “Two years ago, we got drunk and rated the fuckability of everybody we know. You gave Cate here an eight out of ten, with the caveat that if the apocalypse happened, she would become a nine and a half.”

      Cate’s face goes red and she looks paralyzed. I can feel my own cheeks begin to heat. I glare at Owen. “That never happened,” I growl.

      “Yes it did! I heard it too,” Bradford interjects. Both of my friends are against me, which is unfair. I barely remember that conversation and I definitely don’t remember saying that Cate was hot.

      “Seriously? She’s too fucking annoying to be hot! And she dresses like an old lady!” I protest.

      Cate looks like she wants to slide under the table and disappear. She puts her hands in front of her face like a shield. “Please kill me.”

      Luna looks downright gleeful. “Drink! You know what? Both of you, drink! It’s my birthday and I say so.”

      Begrudgingly I pick up my shot glass and toss back the tequila inside. I can feel the edges of my vision starting to go black.

      The last thing I remember thinking is something Cate said.

      I think I’m really going to regret this tomorrow.

      Yep, she’s completely right… and I definitely am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Cate

          

        

      

    

    
      Before I even open my eyes, I’m aware of how thirsty I am. My mouth is open, my head pointed down. I’m not somewhere comfortable.

      Then I shift my position with a groan, fluttering my eyelids open. It all hits me at once: the light is unbearably bright. The noise of a vacuum in the distance is so loud that I could cry. And when I shift again, I feel nauseated to my very core.

      Staying still, I try to assess where exactly I am without moving. I’m on the floor, I think. There is a bed beside me on one side and the doorway to a bathroom on the other.

      Vegas.

      I’m in Las Vegas.

      I close my eyes and breathe, every breath seeming painful and labored.

      What in the hell did I drink last night?

      But as soon as I wonder that, memories come flying at me. We drank all the shots of tequila, even though it was basically the most vile substance known to man. Then we left the club and went to another bar, where… I’m not sure, but I remember drinking something that tasted like a liquid gummy bear.

      Then my memory gets faulty. I only have flashes of what happened. I groan as I try to remember; even the flashes inside my head are loud, somehow.

      I’ve got to get water. In order to do that, I’m going to have to actually get up off the floor. Breathing in and out for a second, I steady myself.

      “One… two… three…” I launch myself up, staggering to my feet. Looking down at my lacy bra and panties, I frown. Where is the huge billowy nightshirt that Luna always teases me for wearing to bed?

      I wasn’t concerned with being comfortable last night, I guess.

      It looks like I rolled off my bed and onto the floor at some point… My eyes widen and my heart stutters in my chest when I turn to face the bed.

      There, spread out in all his naked glory, is a sleeping Luca. He’s sleeping on his side, his rear end on display. I didn’t… I wouldn’t have slept with him, would I?

      The fact that I’m still in my bra and panties suggests that I didn’t. I glance back to Luca.

      I take a nice long look, bring my lower lip. The long lean line of his back and his unclothed rear are certainly a sight worth viewing. If I was seduced last night, it would be the second time I ever…

      I blush. The fact that I can’t even say the word in my head is another sign that I didn’t get too handsy with Luca. At least his… business is covered. I wouldn’t want someone staring at me when I was in that state, though.

      Tiptoeing around the bed, I grab a blanket that’s been tossed on the floor and cover him up with it. He stirs for a moment, his brow crinkling critically. Then he murmurs something that sounds a lot like, “thanks, sugar”.

      Ugh. My face wrinkles.

      My head pounds, reminding me of why I got up in the first place. I feel so dehydrated at this moment that I don’t know that I could even form a sentence. My tongue is too large and too dry in my mouth, and that’s the first and last time I want to think that to myself, ever.

      When I pad to the bathroom, I turn the tap on and stick my head under. Cool water gushes across my tongue, a relief so acute that it brings actual tears to my eyes. I stay there for a minute, gulping down water, standing on the cool tiles of the bathroom. It’s dark in here at least, a nice reprieve from the bright sunlight streaming in through the giant picture window.

      Finally I have my fill. Reaching up to turn off the tap, I pause.

      There, on the fourth finger of my left hand, is a gigantic ring. Not an expensive one, either. It’s solid light pink plastic with a sort of waffle pattern all over. I pry it off with a great deal of effort; I guess that I was less puffy when I slid it onto my finger.

      “Holy fuck!”

      Looking behind me, I can only guess that Luca is awake. I flush when I realize that I’m still in nothing but my bra and panties. My urge to get water into my body was overwhelming, I guess.

      Sticking my head out of the bathroom, I squint into the brightness of the bedroom. Luca is sitting facing away from me, his head drooping low. I clear my throat.

      “Do you think you could hand me… umm… a robe? Or a sheet?”

      He turns around, a piece of paper in his hand. He glares. “You.”

      Paling, I lick my chapped lips. I’m thirsty again. “What?”

      “This was your idea, I bet,” he mutters. “Fucking religious people.”

      My eyebrows rise. “I’m sorry?”

      He shoots me the filthiest look. “You’d better be.”

      “No, I mean…” I shake my head. “What are you talking about?”

      Luca stands up, naked as a jaybird. I raise a hand to block out his lower half from my sight, protesting. “Luca! Come on. Put on some clothes!”

      He doesn’t seem too worried about it because he stalks right over to me, shoving the paper under my nose. Swallowing hard, I read the title.

      State of Nevada. Marriage Certificate. And below that, it clearly says Luca Leone and Catherine De Rose.

      My eyes widen. My pulse speeds up. I look up to Luca, my eyes pleading.

      “No.” It’s all I can think of to say. “I…”

      He folds his arms across his chest. “Yes. According to this, we got married last night.”

      My eyes slip down to his… junk… which looks to be at full attention. Then my eyes bounce between his member and my semi-nude body. “We didn’t… we couldn’t have…?”

      “Yeah, you wish,” Luca growls. “We didn’t fuck, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      He runs his hand down, cupping his erection. I rip my eyes away and put my hand in front of my face. I didn’t think I could get any pinker, but I feel like my cheeks are glowing now.

      “Do you mind?” I ask, exasperated. “I can’t talk to you like this.”

      “Fine,” he snaps. I hear him rustling around for half a minute, then the sound of jeans being zipped up. “You can stop hiding your face.”

      Even though I heard him put jeans on, I peek through my fingers. He’s still shirtless, but at least I can talk to him now. He glares at me and grabs my hands. “Act like an adult for once in your life. This isn’t like showing up late at your crappy little kid job, okay? This is serious.”

      My brow draws down. “My job isn’t for little kids.”

      He gives me an angry look, as if he already knows everything he could possibly want to know. It makes me feel small. “Making coffee? You do the same job as when you were in college. Let’s not pretend that you don’t.”

      My mouth opens and closes a few times as I gawp up at him. “That’s… that’s none of your business!”

      I yank my hands out of his. He lets me go, eyeing me like I’m a time bomb ready to go off at any moment. “It’s is while we’re married. Which is why we need to get unmarried, quick.”

      “Are you saying that we have to get divorced?” I go still, my heart beating loudly in my ears. “You know that Catholics don’t believe in that. I… I can’t get divorced.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I don’t think that will be necessary, princess. We’ll probably qualify for an annulment.” Luca reaches down for a t-shirt, pulling it on over his head. “Jesus fucking Christ, I can’t believe we’re even in this situation.”

      “An annulment?” I echo. “Like it never happened?”

      He looks distracted. “Cate, get dressed. I want to go see if anybody remembers where we got married. Maybe they haven’t filed that paperwork yet. Since I feel like you won’t do anything on your own, you had better come with me.”

      I scrunch my face up. “Why do I have to come with you? I want to take a shower and drink a hundred coconut waters.”

      Luca finds a black hoodie, pulling it on. “Because, princess. The Jagermiester shots were your idea…”

      The word Jagermiester makes me suddenly nauseated. I get a flash of pouring brown liquid from a green bottle into Luca’s mouth as he laughs. Something about the way the Jager shines in my flashback makes my stomach curdle.

      Oh gosh.

      I’m going to throw up, there is no question about it.

      Two seconds later, I clap my hands over my mouth and launch myself toward the bathroom. I almost make it to the toilet but not quite, puking all over my hands. The sound of wet splattering all over the porcelain makes me heave again.

      Getting to my knees, I pop the lid of toilet up and vomit for several minutes. I’m losing all the water I just drank and then some but there is no helping it.

      When I finally wipe my chin and drag myself up, I turn to find Luca waiting just outside the bathroom door. I feel completely out of sorts and no small amount of self-pity. There is an impatient expression on his face.

      He hands me a towel, his voice brusque. “Wash your face and brush your teeth. When you come out of the bathroom, there will be a glass of water and a couple of aspirin waiting for you. I’ll be outside, trying to sort this fucking mess out.”

      He whirls and stalks away, letting me know that by this fucking mess he means me.

      Great.

      This is what I get for trying to let go of my strict upbringing. Go to Las Vegas one single time, come back married to a man who swears like a sailor. I pray that he’s right, that whatever chapel we were at still has the paperwork.

      I mean, things like this have got to happen all the time, right? People that are diametrically opposite in every way — to the point of being actual enemies — they slip up and accidentally get married every day.

      …don’t they?

      It takes me a few minutes to brush my teeth, wash my face, get dressed in my dress from last night, and take the aspirin that Luca left out for me. I find my purse, which luckily seems to be completely intact. When I open Luca’s bedroom door, I sneak out into a living room exactly like the one I saw in my own suite.

      This room is at least twice as bright as the bedroom was. Shading my eyes against the invasive sun, I manage to steal out of Luca’s suite unnoticed. Creeping down the hall, I realize that I don’t have my keycard.

      So much for being stealthy. I knock on the door, dreading talking to Luna and Harper about where I have been. The fact that I married Luna’s big brother but slept on the floor of his bedroom rather than share a bed with a man… that is so me.

      The door opens to reveal a very sleepy Luna. “Oh. It’s you.”

      Without another word, she opens the door all the way and turns around, heading for the kitchen. I slip in, closing the door behind me. “Did I wake you?”

      My head pounds. Luna is already scrounging around the kitchen. “Where is the freaking coffee?”

      “Sit down,” I command, although my grasp of the situation is somewhat more tenuous than my voice lets on. “I’ll make the coffee, okay?”

      Identifying the coffee maker and finding the filters and the grounds, I start measuring things out. Luna leans against the kitchen counter, eyeing me. “My brother has already been here.”

      I freeze at that, the coffee measuring scoop hovering over the filtration basket. My face grows hot. “Oh.”

      Luna sighs. “He looked pretty pissed. He was raving about you and how you shouldn’t sign contracts when you’re drunk.” She winces. “I’ll admit to not fully paying attention. I had the same kind of night that you guys had.”

      I pause, the empty coffee scoop still in my hand. “What happened, exactly?”

      She sighs. “I didn’t get his name, but I spent the night with this unbelievably dreamy guy. He rocked my world… and then left before I got his name.” She rubs her temple, looking at me through bloodshot eyes.

      “Wait, a super hot guy left before you could slip out first?” I say, trying to piece it together.

      She waves an impatient hand. “Now that I’m looking at you, you’re wearing the same clothes as you had on last night⁠—”

      “We got married,” I blurt. Dumping the coffee into the coffee maker, I hit the button to start brewing. Then I turn to her, my cheeks pink. She is the perfect caricature of surprise right now, her eyes wide and her mouth forming an O of shock.

      “You… you…” she stammers.

      “Married your brother last night.” I wince at how formal that sounds. “We didn’t actually like… consummate or anything⁠—”

      Luna launches herself at me, her hug taking me by surprise. “You’re my sister for real now!” She tightens her embrace. “When you went through losing your family freshman year of college, I made myself a promise that I would make you part of my family.” She pulls back, her eyes bright. “I never expected you to actually join my family, though!”

      And that’s it. The mention of my family makes me push out of her hug, turning dead eyed. “Don’t talk about my family.”

      She bites her lip. “I know you don’t like to bring them up⁠—”

      “It was a mistake!” I start walking away from the kitchen, feeling all this anger building in my chest. “Marrying your brother… it was a fluke. Your brother knows it. I know it. We’ll get an annulment. End of story.”

      And with that, I stalk out of the living room, livid. At Luca? Certainly. And at Luna, yes.

      But mostly at myself.
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