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Dedication
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For every hardworking migrant who carries home in the heart, sends love across oceans, and still dares to dream.
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Epigraph
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Some people go to Las Vegas to gamble with money. Maria Santos gambled with courage, and love became the prize she never expected.



Author’s Note

Las Vegas with Love is a contemporary multicultural romance about sacrifice, dignity, family responsibility, and the courage to accept love without losing yourself.

The story follows Maria Luz Santos, a Filipina migrant from Davao working two jobs in Las Vegas, and Erik Solberg, a Norwegian heir who arrives in the city after his father falls ill. Their worlds are different, but their hearts learn the same truth: love is not rescue. Love is respect, sacrifice, honesty, and choice.
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Chapter 1: The Debt She Carried
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Maria Luz Santos woke before the alarm because worry had become louder than sound. In the thin blue light of her shared apartment, Las Vegas looked nothing like the postcards tourists bought downstairs on the Strip. There were no champagne fountains in her bedroom, no crystal chandeliers, no lucky coins falling from the sky. There was only a narrow mattress, a plastic drawer full of uniforms, and the glowing phone screen where her mother in Davao waited with a smile too brave to be honest.

Her parents never asked for money first. They asked if she had eaten, if she slept, if the cold bothered her, if America was kind. Then the silence came, and in that silence Maria heard the truth: the medical bills, the land loan, the placement fee, the interest that grew like weeds after the rain. Her father tried to joke, but his voice cracked. Her mother folded and refolded a dish towel as if her hands could hide fear.

Maria promised she would send another payment by Friday. She did not mention that Friday was three days away and her bank account was already almost empty. She had learned that hope was sometimes a lie spoken with love. After the call, she pressed her forehead to the window and watched sunrise touch the hotel towers. The city glittered for people who came to gamble. For Maria, every morning was already a wager: her body, her time, her dreams, all placed on the table for her family.

In the quiet between tasks, Maria often counted numbers in her head the way other women counted wishes. Rent. Bus pass. Groceries. Exam fee. Remittance. Interest. Every dollar had a destination before it touched her palm. She did not resent her parents; she resented a world where good people had to borrow money to survive sickness and opportunity alike.

Las Vegas taught her that brightness could hide exhaustion. The hotels wore gold, marble, music, and perfume, yet behind every service door were workers stretching sore backs, speaking three languages, and swallowing homesickness with cheap coffee. Maria belonged to that hidden city, the one tourists never photographed.

Her innocence was not ignorance. She knew desire existed. She saw it every night in casino bars and elevator corners, in men who mistook uniforms for invitations. She had simply chosen not to give her heart or body to someone who would not honor both. Her life had required too much sacrifice for careless love.

The hours around that chapter of her life stretched like a long road, and Maria remembered every small sound: the elevator bell, the soft complaint of her shoes, the distant laughter of people who could afford to be careless. In the hospital corridor, she learned that fear could live beside duty. She could be afraid and still answer the call button. She could be lonely and still smile at a stranger. She could miss Davao so deeply her chest hurt and still send money home before buying something for herself.

Erik noticed those details with a shame that humbled him. He had been raised to solve problems from above, to sign papers, move funds, remove obstacles, and call that love. Maria forced him to understand the dignity inside struggle. She did not need him to make her smaller by saving her too quickly. She needed him to see the whole woman: the waitress, the caregiver, the daughter, the student, the tired dreamer who still folded kindness into every room she entered.

There were moments when desire flickered between them, warm and unmistakable, but Maria guarded herself with the seriousness of someone who had never treated her body like a casual promise. Erik respected that boundary even when it cost him sleep. The restraint deepened their love rather than weakening it, because every almost-touch, every held gaze, every quiet goodnight became a vow that neither wanted cheapened by haste.

Around them, people judged what they did not understand. Some saw Maria's uniform and assumed servitude. Some saw Erik's name and assumed arrogance. Some saw Henrik's fondness and whispered about money. But truth has a different rhythm than gossip. Truth lived in the way Maria remembered Henrik's medicine schedule, the way Erik began thanking cleaners and drivers by name, the way love slowly changed not only what they wanted, but who they were willing to become.

By the time the next morning came, nothing in their lives was completely settled. The debt still existed. Astrid's shadow still stretched across the edges of their story. Distance still waited like a locked gate between Norway, America, and the Philippines. Yet Maria carried one new and dangerous thought with her: perhaps a woman could honor her family without burying her own heart. Perhaps sacrifice was holy, but it was not meant to be endless.

That season also taught Maria the geography of longing. Her life was no longer one place on a map. It was the red desert beyond the city, her mother's voice on a late-night call, Henrik's stubborn laughter, Lena's warnings, Erik's careful silences, and the small private dreams she had once hidden because survival left no shelf for them. She began to understand that travel did not only carry people across countries; it carried them across versions of themselves.

Erik's love grew less like fire and more like shelter. At first he had wanted to remove every hardship from her path because watching her struggle hurt him. Slowly he learned that respect meant asking before helping, listening before acting, and never confusing generosity with control. That lesson cost him pride, and perhaps that was why it became real.

She pulled on her waitress uniform, pinned her hair tightly, and whispered the same prayer she had carried from Davao to Manila to Las Vegas: Let me be strong today. Let me not break where anyone can see.
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Chapter 2: The Waitress on the Strip
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By eight in the morning the casino restaurant was already alive. Coffee steamed. Plates clattered. A slot machine sang victory for a woman who had probably lost more than she won. Maria moved between tables with practiced speed, carrying orange juice, steak and eggs, pancakes tall as birthday cakes, and smiles she did not always feel.

The Strip was a theater, and everyone wore a costume. Businessmen wore confidence. Bachelorettes wore glitter. Tourists wore wonder. Workers wore patience. Maria wore all of it, because patience paid tips, and tips became dollars wired across the ocean. She had learned to bow without shrinking and apologize without surrendering.

A man at table twelve snapped his fingers at her as if calling a dog. She smiled. A woman complained that her coffee was not hot enough, though steam still curled from the cup. Maria apologized and brought a new one. At table seven, an old man with silver hair and laughing blue eyes asked for black coffee and a slice of lemon pie though it was barely breakfast. His accent rolled gently over the words.

'You work like the whole city depends on you,' he said.

Maria laughed softly. 'Only my family, sir.'

In the quiet between tasks, Maria often counted numbers in her head the way other women counted wishes. Rent. Bus pass. Groceries. Exam fee. Remittance. Interest. Every dollar had a destination before it touched her palm. She did not resent her parents; she resented a world where good people had to borrow money to survive sickness and opportunity alike.

Las Vegas taught her that brightness could hide exhaustion. The hotels wore gold, marble, music, and perfume, yet behind every service door were workers stretching sore backs, speaking three languages, and swallowing homesickness with cheap coffee. Maria belonged to that hidden city, the one tourists never photographed.

The hours around that chapter of her life stretched like a long road, and Maria remembered every small sound: the elevator bell, the soft complaint of her shoes, the distant laughter of people who could afford to be careless. In the casino floor, she learned that jealousy could live beside duty. She could be afraid and still answer the call button. She could be lonely and still smile at a stranger. She could miss Davao so deeply her chest hurt and still send money home before buying something for herself.

Erik noticed those details with a shame that humbled him. He had been raised to solve problems from above, to sign papers, move funds, remove obstacles, and call that love. Maria forced him to understand the dignity inside struggle. She did not need him to make her smaller by saving her too quickly. She needed him to see the whole woman: the waitress, the caregiver, the daughter, the student, the tired dreamer who still folded kindness into every room she entered.

There were moments when desire flickered between them, warm and unmistakable, but Maria guarded herself with the seriousness of someone who had never treated her body like a casual promise. Erik respected that boundary even when it cost him sleep. The restraint deepened their love rather than weakening it, because every almost-touch, every held gaze, every quiet goodnight became a vow that neither wanted cheapened by haste.

Around them, people judged what they did not understand. Some saw Maria's uniform and assumed servitude. Some saw Erik's name and assumed arrogance. Some saw Henrik's fondness and whispered about money. But truth has a different rhythm than gossip. Truth lived in the way Maria remembered Henrik's medicine schedule, the way Erik began thanking cleaners and drivers by name, the way love slowly changed not only what they wanted, but who they were willing to become.

By the time the next morning came, nothing in their lives was completely settled. The debt still existed. Astrid's shadow still stretched across the edges of their story. Distance still waited like a locked gate between Norway, America, and the Philippines. Yet Maria carried one new and dangerous thought with her: perhaps a woman could honor her family without burying her own heart. Perhaps sacrifice was holy, but it was not meant to be endless.

That season also taught Maria the geography of longing. Her life was no longer one place on a map. It was the dark winter water of a Norwegian fjord, her mother's voice on a late-night call, Henrik's stubborn laughter, Lena's warnings, Erik's careful silences, and the small private dreams she had once hidden because survival left no shelf for them. She began to understand that travel did not only carry people across countries; it carried them across versions of themselves.

Erik's love grew less like fire and more like shelter. At first he had wanted to remove every hardship from her path because watching her struggle hurt him. Slowly he learned that respect meant asking before helping, listening before acting, and never confusing generosity with control. That lesson cost him pride, and perhaps that was why it became real.

The old man introduced himself as Henrik Solberg, from Norway. He said he came to Las Vegas once a year because cold countries needed foolish vacations. He tipped too much, thanked her by name, and told her kindness was rarer than luck. Maria smiled, not knowing the old gambler would soon change the direction of her life.
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Chapter 3: Night Shift Angel
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The day did not end when Maria left the restaurant. It only changed uniforms. She rode the bus with aching feet and a sandwich wrapped in napkins. At the hospital locker room, she washed coffee from her hands, changed into soft blue scrubs, and became the woman patients called angel because they could not remember her name at three in the morning.

She was not yet a registered nurse in America. Her education from the Philippines had not moved easily through papers, tests, fees, and endless rules. But she worked as a nursing assistant on the night shift while she studied whenever her eyes stayed open. She checked pillows, brought water, cleaned spills, held trembling hands, and listened to stories patients repeated because loneliness made memories circle back.

That night, the emergency ward pulsed with alarms. A tourist had fallen. A driver had fainted. A young man screamed into his phone. Then paramedics rolled in an older gentleman with silver hair and a face gone pale beneath the casino tan. Maria recognized him before she saw his chart.

Henrik Solberg. Chest pain. Shortness of breath. High blood pressure after a long evening downtown.

He saw her and managed a weak smile. 'The waitress,' he whispered.

'Tonight, I am your aide,' Maria said, placing warm blankets over him. 'And you are going to behave.'

In the quiet between tasks, Maria often counted numbers in her head the way other women counted wishes. Rent. Bus pass. Groceries. Exam fee. Remittance. Interest. Every dollar had a destination before it touched her palm. She did not resent her parents; she resented a world where good people had to borrow money to survive sickness and opportunity alike.

Las Vegas taught her that brightness could hide exhaustion. The hotels wore gold, marble, music, and perfume, yet behind every service door were workers stretching sore backs, speaking three languages, and swallowing homesickness with cheap coffee. Maria belonged to that hidden city, the one tourists never photographed.

Her innocence was not ignorance. She knew desire existed. She saw it every night in casino bars and elevator corners, in men who mistook uniforms for invitations. She had simply chosen not to give her heart or body to someone who would not honor both. Her life had required too much sacrifice for careless love.

The hours around that chapter of her life stretched like a long road, and Maria remembered every small sound: the elevator bell, the soft complaint of her shoes, the distant laughter of people who could afford to be careless. In the quiet hotel suite, she learned that homesickness could live beside duty. She could be afraid and still answer the call button. She could be lonely and still smile at a stranger. She could miss Davao so deeply her chest hurt and still send money home before buying something for herself.

Erik noticed those details with a shame that humbled him. He had been raised to solve problems from above, to sign papers, move funds, remove obstacles, and call that love. Maria forced him to understand the dignity inside struggle. She did not need him to make her smaller by saving her too quickly. She needed him to see the whole woman: the waitress, the caregiver, the daughter, the student, the tired dreamer who still folded kindness into every room she entered.

There were moments when desire flickered between them, warm and unmistakable, but Maria guarded herself with the seriousness of someone who had never treated her body like a casual promise. Erik respected that boundary even when it cost him sleep. The restraint deepened their love rather than weakening it, because every almost-touch, every held gaze, every quiet goodnight became a vow that neither wanted cheapened by haste.

Around them, people judged what they did not understand. Some saw Maria's uniform and assumed servitude. Some saw Erik's name and assumed arrogance. Some saw Henrik's fondness and whispered about money. But truth has a different rhythm than gossip. Truth lived in the way Maria remembered Henrik's medicine schedule, the way Erik began thanking cleaners and drivers by name, the way love slowly changed not only what they wanted, but who they were willing to become.

By the time the next morning came, nothing in their lives was completely settled. The debt still existed. Astrid's shadow still stretched across the edges of their story. Distance still waited like a locked gate between Norway, America, and the Philippines. Yet Maria carried one new and dangerous




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TWO WORLDS. THREE HEARTS. - .
ONE DESTINY.

“ MADELYN WRAY

-y 8





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





