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Sinister Debt contains mature themes and intense, unsettling scenes that may be disturbing or triggering for some readers. I believe in offering transparency where it matters, especially when the path ahead dips into shadows. 




To help you decide what feels safe for you, I’ve compiled a detailed list of trigger and content warnings, available anytime on my website.




Website: https://cazluan.com/books/




Your mental health is important. Please take care of yourself first, even if that means stepping back, pausing, or choosing a different book entirely. 




Stories can wait. You come first.




And for those who prefer to step into the dark without a lantern, those who crave the unknown and want the shock, the grit, and the raw edges, remember that this is a work of fiction. 




The characters in these pages make choices born from trauma, obsession, fear, and desire. I do not condone, excuse, or romanticize any harmful behavior depicted in this story.




The darkness is here for atmosphere, not guidance.

Enter at your own pace.

Read responsibly.

And above all—protect your peace.
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For the ones who learned to survive the hard way.

May your scars become stories, and your stories become power.
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He never kisses back.

I’d say it is an asshole move, but the girls with their tits out and ridiculously high-pitched voices, never seem to mind.

This one still clings to Aidan’s crinkled T-shirt even though his tattooed arms are folded tightly over his chest as he glares at her.

The bottle-blonde tart steps closer and rams her breasts against him.

He detangles himself to rake his hand through his tousled dark hair and sigh deeply.

Her behavior is shameless, and the whole of Greenport will gossip about it before noon.

That is the thing with small towns.

Secrets are never secret.

There are eyes everywhere.

Watching them across the street from my kitchen window, even I can see that she is one button away from spilling every sordid secret.

I avert my gaze from the dirt-streaked window.

My hands search for purpose and find a ragged piece of cloth to clean the stained counter.

“You ready for work yet?”

Beside me, my mother’s voice screeches so early in the morning.

I count to ten in my head and take a deep breath before I answer.

She is mostly sober in the mornings, but it never lasts long. Somehow, even if she needs to steal the money from me, she’ll get the booze somewhere.

“I’m on my way, Mother.” I toss the rag on top of a heap of dirty dishes. “Just fixing myself some lunch.”

“I don’t know why you bother. You will just feed it to the animals anyway.” She turns away, mumbling. “Waste of good money if you ask me.”

She shuffles away, clinging to passing furniture.

I didn’t ask her.

Never do.

If it weren’t for me, we would be starving. I’ve been working at the veterinary clinic for eight years, ever since that fateful night.

The night my father abandoned us changed everything.

I raise my weary head to catch another glimpse of him.

The dark devil of a man who captured my heart when he was a sweet boy who lived across the street — my brother’s best friend.

I find the front step of his house empty.

How many times in the past have I dusted the dirt from his jet black hair to find him staring at me with piercing blue eyes?

Over the years the little boy has changed from a scrawny know-it-all to the intimidating muscular man breaking hearts all over town.

What I remember most is his hands. One was always stretched out to help me anytime I needed it.

Staring down at my own hands, I recall the way his strong fingers enveloped mine.

Except for the last few years.

No one has bothered reaching for me now.

The wooden floor moans beneath my feet as I make my way to the front door.

I glance over to my mother in her almost transparent robe, with disheveled hair and a cigarette hanging from her lips, sitting in front of the boxy TV.

The robe was one of the last things my father bought her, and she refuses to get rid of it, wearing it day in and day out like some kind of penance until he comes back.

She’s still in a constant state of denial, but who can blame her?

I put on my grubby sneakers next to the door and grab my bag on the way out.

It is a brisk walk to the Greenport Veterinary Clinic, especially in the winter, but I love it. It gives me time to swallow down the feeling of inadequacy my mother elicits daily.

At home, the cracked walls inhale any inkling of personality I might let escape. Not to mention the sting on my cheek from the backhand mother often gives.

The animals like me, though. They always give me these knowing looks when I start talking to them. It might be the soothing tone of my voice, but I prefer to think it’s more than that.

I open the glass door and curse at the clang of the bell.

“When are we changing that damn thing?” I complain as the door closes behind me. “It makes the same sound as a guy kicked in the gonads.”

Terry, the bubbly and beautiful receptionist and my only friend, giggles, but it is Murray, the chubby vet who always carries a scent of sweat and cigarettes, who answers.

“And how would you know what that sounds like, little Ember? You’ve never even had a boyfriend.”

Murray is a few years older than Terry and I, but he makes me feel the same as when that cow sneezed all over me.

Yuck!

Murray’s eyes always track every move you make. Combine that with a short fuse and an obnoxious entitlement complex, and you have the makings of a grade-A ass.

He took over the clinic from his mother, Charmaine, about a year ago. Her son followed in her footsteps because what else would you do when your mother has already established a very profitable practice, and you’re her only child?

The silver spoon was shoved so deep up his ass that it looked like a tooth filling.

Truthfully, this place would cease to exist if I ever decided to leave. I clean all the cages, take care of all the feedings. I assist with all procedures and anything else that may be needed. On top of that, the animals all love me, which makes it easier if I hold them down for their shots. I have considered studying further and getting the title to match all my hard work. But that won’t happen soon since I need the money too much.

Besides, where else would I go?

“That might be true, but it doesn’t stop me from daydreaming. I even have specific individuals in mind,” I answered.

He snorts and hurries to the kitchen to fetch his first weak cup of coffee for the day.

It will also be the only one he gets himself.

I step behind the counter and drop my bag into one of the tattered cubicles provided.

Taking a deep whiff of the familiar smell of disinfectant, I let the calm wash over me.

Terry moves papers around on the desk. “You know he’s obsessed with you, right? You better watch your back.”

I cross my arms and smirk. “He just wants what he can’t get. Besides, we work at a vet’s office. We literally get bears here to choose from if we wanted.”

She snickers behind her hand, remembering the man-or-bear debate we had a few weeks ago but we both know I’ll choose a pack of imaginary bears before I let Murray touch me.

Our workday passes without incident.

Until Murray corners me in the back theater.

Gagging at his rancid breath wafting over my face, he backs me up against the medicine cabinet, leaning with his hand on the glass. I cringe as he closes the space between us, wrapping my arms around my waist.

“I hope you weren’t offended this morning. I know it is not very professional to comment about your lack of a relationship.”

As he inches even closer to me, I have no choice but to answer his ridiculously intrusive comments.

“I wouldn’t call it a lack, more a choice.”

His lips curl up, and I want to wipe the slimy smile off his face with violence. Lots and lots of violence.

“Are you sure it isn’t the choice of every other man in Greenport.” He runs one finger down my arm.

I inhale shakily before I shove him away.

“What do you mean by that?”

He steadies himself against the surgical table and shrugs. When he leans back, I grind my teeth but stay silent. My pulse starts pounding as my shoulders tense up.

“Well, it is not exactly as if any man is eager to save you.” He starts picking at an imaginary hangnail. “Besides, your mom gets cheaper the more desperate she gets. You know how the minds of men work.”

I force out through clenched teeth, “And how would that be, exactly?”

He comes closer, acting oblivious to my emotional state. Maybe he really is that dense and he isn’t acting.

“Well, you’re a smart girl, Em.” His fingers weave into my caked auburn tresses. I should have braided it. “Why would they fake a relationship with you?”—he yanks some hair from the roots—“when they could get the original for half price?”

I whip around and march out of the room.

Terry grabs my arm as I head to the front door. Tearing away from her grasp, I suck in a deep breath. Vision blurred; I reach for the chair closest to me to keep from falling.

“What’s up with you? You’re scaring the dogs out here,” she asked.

I bring a shaky hand to my forehead while I choke the words out. “Murray is insinuating that my mother whores herself out.”

She draws in a sharp breath. I look from his smug rat face to the disgust on Terry’s face.

Placing her arm around my shoulders, she sneers back at him. “Did you really have to tell her like that? You’re such an asshole.”

She leads me away from the room that stinks of wet dog and betrayal. The scent doesn’t improve within the stifling walls of the little kitchen. I sag down into the rickety chair and cover my face with my arms while I relay everything he said.

“Did you really not know?” Her tone is filled with remorse.

I have no words, and a small shake of my head is all I can manage.

“Where did you think the money for the booze came from?” Terry asks softly.

I lift my head and wince at the brightness of the small room. “I just assumed she bought it with the money she stole from me.”

Terry sits down next to me and places her hand on my clasped hands. “You must’ve suspected something else was happening. One thing Murray’s got right is you’re a smart girl. You couldn’t have been so oblivious to what was happening in your own house.”

The thing Terry doesn’t know and would never consider is just how dedicated I’m to disappearing in my own house. I barely open my mouth at home and practically live for the hours I spend at the clinic. I cut myself off emotionally the moment I walk through the threshold. It’s the only way to survive within those walls.

“How could she do this to me? Haven’t we been through enough already?” I whisper.

“She is probably just trying to survive, my friend. It isn’t like you earn enough working here to support her habit. And somehow, it’s more honorable that she figures out a plan herself.”

“Honorable?” I spit out the word as if it’s contagious and I might catch any of the numerous diseases my mother might have. My bottom lip starts to quiver at the thought, but I swallow the bile rising and burning at the back of my throat. I press my hand to my stomach as the disappointment clenches tighter. Why would I give her the benefit of the doubt when all she has ever shown me is disgust and irritation?

I sigh deeply, rubbing my eyes. Either way, my friend doesn’t deserve to feel my frustration.

“Are you okay? I know the information isn’t easy to digest, but if you need to talk, I’m always here,” Terry says with pity in her eyes.

I smile weakly at her. “Thank you for your concern, but this has nothing to do with you—or with me, for that matter. In fact, I should feel relieved.”

The look of confusion is so out of place on her face that it brings a genuine laugh out of me.

“That is the last thing I expected you would ever say,” she says.

I lean closer conspiratorially and whisper loudly, “Well, you see. If my mother is, in fact, working, then she doesn’t need me to stay there, now does she?”
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