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About This Book

A broke architecture student. His best friend's wealthy, estranged father. One penthouse. One secret that could destroy everything.

When Leo Vance gets evicted with forty-seven dollars to his name, his best friend Chase offers him a spare room in his father's penthouse. The catch? Julian Sterling—CEO, silver fox, and the most intimidating man Leo has ever met—is nothing like Leo expected.

Julian has spent years building walls around his heart. But something about the brilliant, stubborn student working on his thesis in Julian's kitchen makes him want to tear them down. One late night. One touch. One kiss that changes everything.

What starts as stolen moments and secret encounters becomes something neither of them expected—something real. But when their relationship is discovered, Leo and Julian must decide: is what they've built worth fighting for?

Tuition & Temptation is a high-heat MM romance featuring an age gap, forbidden love, forced proximity, and a guaranteed happily ever after.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The eviction notice had been taped to my door like a love letter from the universe, if the universe hated me personally and wanted to make sure I knew it.

Fourteen days to vacate.

I read it three times, standing in the hallway of my building with my backpack digging into my shoulder and the smell of someone's burnt microwave dinner drifting from 4B. Fourteen days. As if I had anywhere to go. As if I had savings, or family, or any of the safety nets that normal people seemed to have woven into their lives like it was easy.

My roommate had bailed three weeks ago. Tyler, with his trust fund and his "gap year energy" and his complete inability to understand that some of us couldn't just decide to move to Portland because the vibes were better there. He'd left me with his half of the rent, his collection of dead succulents, and a passive-aggressive note about how he hoped I'd "find my path."

My path, apparently, led to homelessness.

I unlocked the door and stepped into the apartment that wouldn't be mine for much longer. It was small—a converted one-bedroom that the landlord had split into two, which meant my "room" was technically a glorified closet with a window. But it was mine. It had been mine for two years, ever since I'd scraped together first and last month's rent with money I'd saved from three part-time jobs the summer after freshman year.

Now I stood in the middle of it and tried to do the math I'd already done a hundred times.

Rent: $1,847 (Tyler's half included, because of course the landlord wouldn't let me find a new roommate mid-lease).

Bank account: $47.23.

Financial aid refund: Not until next semester, and even then, barely enough to cover textbooks.

I sat down on my bed—a mattress on the floor because I'd never been able to afford a frame—and pulled out my phone. The screen was cracked in the corner from when I'd dropped it rushing between my campus job and studio last month. I opened my banking app anyway, as if the numbers might have magically changed.

They hadn't.

$47.23.

I had a shift at the coffee shop tomorrow that would net me maybe eighty bucks after taxes. My next paycheck wasn't until Friday. Even if I ate nothing but ramen and the free day-old pastries my manager let me take, I couldn't math my way out of this one.

I'd tried. God, I'd tried.

I'd called my aunt in Nevada—my only living relative since Mom died—and gotten her voicemail three times before accepting she wasn't going to call back. I'd looked into emergency housing through the university and been told there was a six-week waiting list. I'd even swallowed my pride and asked my academic advisor if there was any way to get an advance on my stipend.

There wasn't.

I was twenty-one years old, six months from finishing my architecture degree, and I was about to be living in my car. Except I didn't have a car.

My phone buzzed. A text from Chase.

yo you coming to mikes thing tonight or what

Chase Sterling. My best friend, if I was being generous with the term. We'd met freshman year in an intro to art history class that neither of us had wanted to take, bonded over our mutual hatred of the professor's pretentious scarves, and somehow kept hanging out even after the class ended.

Chase was... a lot. Loud. Careless in the way only people who'd never had to be careful could be. He threw money around like it was confetti, complained about his "overbearing" father while driving the BMW said father had bought him, and had never once in his life worried about where his next meal was coming from.

I should have hated him. Sometimes I kind of did.

But he was also the first person who'd shown up at the hospital when my mom was dying, even though I'd never asked him to. He'd sat with me for six hours in that fluorescent waiting room, not saying anything, just there. And when it was over, when I'd walked out of that hospital with nothing but her wedding ring in my pocket and a hole in my chest where my entire family used to be, he'd driven me home and made sure I ate something.

He wasn't a bad person. He just had no idea what it was like to be me.

Can't, I typed back. Busy.

bullshiiiiit. you're always busy. come drink with us.

Got stuff to figure out.

A pause. Then: what stuff

I stared at the screen. I hadn't told him. Hadn't told anyone. I'd been carrying this weight alone for weeks, doing the smile-and-nod routine in studio while my life collapsed around me, because admitting I was failing felt worse than actually failing.

Nothing, I typed. Just school stuff.

My phone rang.

"You're a shit liar, Leo." Chase's voice was slightly slurred, which meant he was already a few drinks in. "What's going on?"

"Nothing. I told you—"

"And I told you you're a shit liar. Something's been off with you for like a month. You've got that look."

"What look?"

"That look like you're doing math in your head and the numbers aren't working out. My dad gets it sometimes. Right before he fires someone."

I laughed despite myself. It came out bitter. "Maybe I'm firing myself."

"From what?" A pause. Music thumped in the background—he was already at the party. "Leo. Seriously. What's going on?"

I should have kept lying. I was good at it, usually. I'd been performing "I'm fine" for so long it was practically muscle memory. But something about sitting alone in this apartment that wasn't going to be mine anymore, with forty-seven dollars to my name and nowhere to go, cracked something open.

"I got evicted," I said.

Silence.

"Tyler bailed on the lease and I can't cover his half. I've got fourteen days to get out and I—" My voice threatened to break. I forced it steady. "I don't have anywhere to go."

More silence. The music got quieter—Chase was moving somewhere.

"Why the fuck didn't you tell me?" he demanded.

"Because it's not your problem."

"Dude. You're my best friend. Of course it's my problem." A door closed; the background noise disappeared entirely. "Okay. Here's what we're gonna do. You're gonna move into my dad's place."

"What?"

"The penthouse. There's like four spare bedrooms and my dad's never fucking there anyway. He won't even notice."

I shook my head even though he couldn't see me. "Chase, I can't—"

"Why not?"

"Because it's—" Charity, I wanted to say. Pity. Another reminder that you have everything and I have nothing. "I can't just move into your dad's penthouse."

"Why the hell not? It's not like anyone's using it. I rattle around in that place by myself half the time. It'd be nice to have someone to hang out with who isn't my dad's creepy art collection."

"Your dad has a creepy art collection?"

"You have no idea. There's this sculpture in the living room that I swear watches me sleep." He laughed. "Come on, man. It's just a room. You can stay until you figure things out. No big deal."

No big deal. As if accepting a room in a penthouse I could never afford was nothing. As if the power imbalance between us wasn't already a canyon and this wouldn't turn it into a chasm.

But what was the alternative?

I looked around my apartment—the mattress on the floor, the secondhand desk covered in drafting paper, the tiny window that looked out onto a brick wall. I'd worked so hard to have this. This shitty, cramped, falling-apart space had been mine. I'd earned it.

And now it was being taken away, and I didn't have the resources to get it back.

"Leo?" Chase's voice was softer now. "Look, I know you've got that whole pride thing going on. I get it. But this isn't charity. You're my friend. Friends help each other out. Let me help you out."

I closed my eyes. My throat was tight.

"Okay," I said. "Okay. Just—temporarily. Until I figure something else out."

"Obviously. Mi casa es su casa or whatever." The grin was back in his voice. "This is gonna be great. We can play video games and order takeout and you can tell my dad to stop being such a hardass—"

"Wait, your dad will be there?"

"Sometimes? I don't know. He works like eighty hours a week. When he's home he just sits in his office and broods. You'll barely see him."

That was something, at least. I'd never met Julian Sterling, but I'd heard plenty about him. Chase complained about his father the way some people complained about the weather—constantly, reflexively, with an undercurrent of something that sounded almost like longing. My dad doesn't care about anything but work. My dad never listens. My dad wouldn't notice if I dropped out tomorrow.

He sounded like someone I wanted to avoid.

"Okay," I said again. "When should I—"

"How about tomorrow? Get your stuff together tonight, I'll send a car in the morning."

"You don't have to send a car—"

"I'm sending a car. Shut up." A pause. "Hey. It's gonna be okay. You know that, right?"

I didn't know that. I didn't know anything except that my life had gone off the rails and I was now dependent on the kindness of someone who'd never had to depend on anyone for anything.

"Yeah," I lied. "I know."

* * *
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The car was a black Escalade with tinted windows and a driver who called me "sir."

I sat in the back seat with my entire life packed into two suitcases and a duffel bag. That was it. Twenty-one years of existence, and it all fit in the trunk of an SUV with room to spare.

The suitcases were secondhand—one from a thrift store, one my mom had given me when I'd left for college. For your big adventure, she'd said, even though it was just across the city, even though I'd still come home every weekend to sit with her during chemo. The duffel was from the campus bookstore, bought with the last of my Christmas money two years ago.

Everything else—my drafting supplies, my laptop, my clothes that were mostly thrift store finds and hand-me-downs—fit in the spaces between.

I watched the city slide past the window as we drove from my neighborhood to Chase's. From cramped walk-ups and bodegas and laundromats to sleek high-rises and boutiques and restaurants with prix fixe menus. The buildings got taller. The people got better dressed. The streets got cleaner.

I didn't belong here. That was the thought that kept circling my brain like a vulture. I was a guest in someone else's world, and eventually I'd have to leave.

But for now, I'd fake it.

The Escalade pulled up to a building that looked like it was made of glass and money. The doorman—there was a doorman—opened the car door for me with a polite smile.

"Mr. Vance? Welcome to The Sterling. Mr. Chase is expecting you."

The Sterling. Of course the building had the family name on it. Of course.

I grabbed my bags and followed the doorman into a lobby that was bigger than my entire old apartment. Marble floors. Modern art on the walls. A fountain in the center that was probably worth more than my projected lifetime earnings.

The elevator required a key card. The doorman swiped it and pressed the button for the top floor.

"Penthouse level," he said. "Mr. Chase will meet you at the door."

The elevator was mirrored. I caught a glimpse of myself—rumpled t-shirt, jeans that were starting to fray at the knee, hair that I'd forgotten to brush this morning. I looked exactly like what I was: someone who didn't belong here.

The doors opened directly into the apartment.

No, not apartment. Penthouse. That was the word. And it was—

Vast. That was the first thing I noticed. The ceilings were at least fifteen feet high, all glass on one side, looking out over the city like it was a painting someone had hung for ambiance. The furniture was sleek and modern and probably cost more than my tuition. There was art everywhere—sculptures, paintings, things I couldn't identify but knew were expensive.

And it was cold. Not temperature-cold, but feeling-cold. Like a museum. Like a hotel lobby. Like a place where people passed through but no one actually lived.

"Leo!" Chase appeared from somewhere deeper in the apartment, grinning, wearing sweatpants that probably cost three hundred dollars. "You made it! What do you think?"

I thought it was terrifying. I thought it was beautiful. I thought I was going to be sick.

"It's... a lot," I managed.

Chase laughed. "Yeah, Dad has a thing for minimalism. And intimidation. Come on, I'll show you your room."

He grabbed one of my suitcases before I could protest and led me through the penthouse. Kitchen that looked like it had never been used. Living room with furniture arranged for photographs, not comfort. A hallway lined with doors.

"That's my room," Chase said, pointing. "Bathroom's there. Dad's room is at the other end—you'll never see him come out of it, trust me—and this—" He pushed open a door. "Is you."

The room was bigger than my old apartment.

I stood in the doorway and stared. King-sized bed with a gray upholstered headboard. Floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the city. A desk by the window. An actual closet, not a rack shoved into a corner. An en suite bathroom.

My throat tightened.

"Chase, this is—"

"Pretty basic, but we can get you whatever you need. Extra pillows, different blankets, whatever." He set my suitcase by the closet like this was normal. Like offering someone a room that cost more per month than my entire annual budget was just something people did. "Mi casa, man. Make yourself at home."

I stepped inside, my battered sneakers sinking into carpet that was probably worth more than everything I owned. I set my duffel on the bed, then immediately worried I was getting it dirty.

"Hey." Chase appeared at my shoulder, his expression unusually serious. "You okay?"

"Yeah, I just—" I shook my head. "Thank you. I mean it. I'll pay you back somehow—"

"Dude, shut up. I told you, it's not a big deal." He clapped me on the back. "Now unpack your stuff. I've got a raid in twenty minutes but we can order food after."

And then he was gone, loping back to his room and his video games and his life that had never once forced him to wonder where he'd sleep tomorrow.
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