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      Ambition is a peculiar force. It can inspire greatness, but it can also ignite chaos. It drives ordinary people to extraordinary lengths, pushing boundaries and breaking barriers, yet it often comes at a cost. The pursuit of ambition can make us irrational, causing us to alienate loved ones, betray our own values, and pursue goals that are ultimately self-destructive. When left unchecked, ambition becomes a double-edged sword—a tool for creation and a harbinger of destruction.

      The publishing industry is no stranger to the darker side of ambition. Much like the music industry, it’s a world rife with competition, cutthroat tactics, and morally ambiguous players. For every moment of literary brilliance, there are countless instances of manipulation, compromise, and even betrayal. The landscape is filled with characters who will stop at nothing to get ahead, and the pressure to succeed often eclipses the craft itself. In this environment, the question arises: what price are we willing to pay for success, and is it ever worth it?
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      This question becomes even more pressing in the age of Artificial Intelligence. The rapid rise of AI has transformed the creative landscape, flooding the market with works that, in this author’s view, lack the soul and authenticity of true craftsmanship. Using AI tools like ChatGPT to create stories feels, in some ways, akin to using Auto-Tune in music. It smooths over imperfections and generates results, but at what cost to the artistry? Shouldn’t a singer be able to sign on key? Shouldn’t an author possess the skills to write their own words? Creativity, at its core, is deeply human. And yet, we’re witnessing the dilution of that, as speed and convenience take precedence over authenticity and meaning.

      Technology’s relentless march forward isn’t confined to the arts—it’s reshaping every aspect of our lives. Consider the unsettling developments in neuroscience: the ability to surgically alter the brain, cure diseases, or even delete memories. What was once the stuff of science fiction is now on the verge of reality. The implications are staggering. If we can erase pain and regret, would we still learn and grow from them? If we can edit our minds like a manuscript, what becomes of the story that makes us who we are? It’s not a question of if we’ll cross this threshold but when. And when we do, will we look back with pride—or with profound regret?

      This story delves into the heart of these dilemmas. It’s a tale of ambition, consequence, and the unrelenting presence of the past. It asks difficult questions about what it means to be human, the price of progress, and the morality of rewriting the narrative of our lives. It serves as a reminder that actions have consequences, that our pasts shape us in ways we cannot always control, and that some aspects of humanity—pain, memory, regret—are not flaws to be fixed but essential parts of our existence.

      In the pages that follow, you’ll encounter characters wrestling with these questions, their choices echoing the dilemmas we all face in an increasingly technological world. As you read, consider this: do the ends ever truly justify the means? And if we have the power to rewrite our story, is it a power we should wield—or one we should resist?

      'Murder in the Margins’ is a gripping psychological thriller about the publishing industry that will keep you guessing until the very last page. With its twists, turns, and haunting atmosphere, let’s do an exploration of guilt, manipulation, and the lengths people will go to bury the past.

      Claire Morgan has spent her life hiding in the shadows of the rich and famous, a ghost in every sense of the word. As one of the literary world’s most sought-after ghostwriters, her talent lies in crafting other people’s stories while keeping her own tightly locked away. But when Claire accepts an exclusive, high-paying job to write the memoir of reclusive thrill author Vivian Harper, she finds herself in a position she’s never faced before: the subject of the story may involve her in the darkest of secrets. Every word has weight, every secret has consequences, and nothing is as it seems.

      Enjoy!

      TOM
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      Claire Morgan had learned to live her life in borrowed voices. A ghostwriter by trade, she spent her days crafting stories for Celebrities, Politicians, Musicians and Authors—names that were household staples, even if their actual words or stories weren’t. Her work paid well, gave her the freedom to live on her own terms, and most importantly, kept her anonymous. Morgan liked being invisible on the down low.

      But lately, the work had begun to wear on her. Every project felt the same: vain public figures with tedious bullshit stories, desperate to try and sound profound. She spent more time biting her tongue than enjoying the creative process. Yet, she’d long since accepted the trade-off: anonymity in exchange for stability. Invisibility in exchange for distance from a life she didn’t want to revisit.

      That morning, she sat at her kitchen table, staring at a blinking cursor on her laptop. The draft of her latest project, a memoir for a reality TV personality whose most notable accomplishment was surviving two weeks on a poorly-rated show, remained stubbornly unfinished. A half-empty mug of cold coffee sat next to her laptop. Her phone buzzed on the table, breaking her trance. The caller ID displayed an unknown number. Morgan frowned. She rarely got calls from unknown numbers—clients usually reached out via email or her agent. Curiosity won out. She picked up.

      “Hello?”

      “Miss Claire Morgan?” The voice on the other end was crisp, professional, with a British accent.

      “This is she.”

      “This is Lucy Hammond,” the woman said smoothly. “I’m calling on behalf of Best Selling Author Vivian Harper, my client.” She had been the Author’s agent and executive assistant for more than 15 years and was partly responsible for her success. She was also no nonsense and fiercely loyal.

      Morgan froze. The name was unmistakable. She was very familiar with her, Harper wasn’t just an author; she was a literary institution who had come and spoken to her writing class at the University of Michigan almost 20 years ago! Her psychological thrillers had sold millions of copies worldwide, their razor-sharp twists and chillingly realistic characters catapulting her to fame. Harper was also famously private, her public appearances scarce, her interviews almost non-existent.

      “Vivian Harper? Morgan echoed. "Wow she’s one of my favorite authors!” she said struggling to mask her surprise and admiration.

      “Great,” Hammond replied. “She’s very aware of your work and would like to offer you an exclusive opportunity: to collaborate with her on her memoir.”

      For a moment, she thought she’d misheard. “Her memoir? I wasn’t aware she was writing one.”

      “She hasn’t been,” Hammond said, her tone precise. “Until now. She feels the time is right to tell her story, and believes you’re uniquely suited to do so!”

      Morgan leaned back in her chair, her mind racing. Vivian Harper’s memoir? Wow, that was the kind of project that could make a career. More than that, it could fatten her wallet and elevate Morgan beyond the anonymous world of ghostwriting. But it wasn’t just the opportunity that set her on edge—it was the mystery. Why now? And why her? And something about Harper seemed very familiar to her.

      “What would this entail?” Morgan asked, her voice cautious.

      “Confidentiality is paramount,” Lucy said. “You’ll be required to sign a non-disclosure agreement before any specifics are discussed. The project may take several months, during which you’ll be working exclusively with Harper and to do so you will be staying at her estate outside of New York City. She doesn’t travel very much, and she insists on complete control of the environment.”

      Morgan's eyebrows arched. Working on-site wasn’t unusual for high-profile clients, but being sequestered in a remote mansion for months felt…intense and a bit uncalled for.

      “And the compensation?” Morgan asked because she needed the money,

      Lucy’s tone shifted, a subtle smile evident even through the phone. “Substantial. It's a six-figure contract with a deposit when you get started. It's enough that you won’t need to take another project for at least two or three years.”

      Morgan's fingers tightened around her phone. Substantial could mean anything, but if it was coming from Vivian Harper, it likely meant a life-changing six figured sum.

      Still, something gnawed at her. “Ummmm…Why me?” she asked again.

      “Simple, she admires your work,” Lucy said, her words deliberate. “But I suspect Ms. Harper has her own reasons. Shall I tell her you’re interested?”

      Morgan hesitated. The thought of working with a literary legend was thrilling, but there was something unsettling about the offer’s secrecy. It felt…too good to be true. But the chance to work with Harper, to unravel the mystery of why she had chosen her, and the badly needed money—how could she say no? “Please tell her I’m very interested,” Morgan said. "It would be an honor."

      As a Hispanic woman, Morgan grew up in a neighborhood with few opportunities so she took full advantage of the great equalizer in America… Public Education. She excelled at an early age. It was clear she had a talent as a writer but she had expressed an interest in law enforcement. From a one-parent economically challenged household she got almost all straight A's, and was accepted on full scholarship at the University of Michigan. She never looked for charity only the opportunity to prove herself. And she did.

      Sadly within her was also the knowledge of something tragic that happened when she was 13 years old and she would not tell anyone about it even 25 years later. One night she had been abused by her Uncle. He had snuck into her bedroom and fondled her in her bed during a dinner party thrown by her mom. She never told anyone about it, but it did have an effect on her life. She had tried therapy, Hypnosis, Cannabis, but nothing seem to erase that tragic night. She somehow came to accept it, and was determined not to let it affect or define her life. However, the incident might account for her inability to achieve a stable relationship with a man and to explore her lesbian tendencies and alternative lifestyles.

      Through luck, and hard work, she carved out a niche as one of the most sought after ghost writers in America, and at the age of 25 has been awarded the prestigious Gryphon Writing Award. Despite her popularity as a ghostwriter money was tight and Morgan became an expert shopper of bargains. Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches became an almost daily meal. So when the Harper gig came along, it was a godsend. The money would be life-changing, and she had looked up to Vivian Harper since her days at the University of Michigan. Harper had come to the school to give a seminar to a select handful of advance students in creative writing. The memories of that time were hazy for Morgan, but it was easy for her to recall the admiration she once had for Harper the author. So the young writer was elated to have the opportunity to work with her.
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      A few days later, Morgan found herself on the phone with the famous Author Vivian Harper.

      "So are you ready to join our little party?" she asked.

      "Yes ma'am I'm super excited!" Morgan responded enthusiastically.

      "Excellent! It won’t be easy and I’m a bitch to work with," Harper said. "I trust Lucy explained the rules to you?”

      “She did mention confidentiality,” Morgan said carefully.

      “Good,” Harper replied, her tone sharp. “But this isn’t just about confidentiality. This is about trust. I’m offering you my story, Ms. Morgan. My truth. That is not a responsibility I take lightly, nor should you. Did you sign the NDA… have any questions?"

      "Yes I did," responded the young ghostwriter.

      "Very good. We have everything you’ll need here and I think you will enjoy the estate and be very comfortable. Feel free to use the swimming pool and spa. This is a great opportunity for us both!"

      "I’m looking forward to it," Morgan said. "And I appreciate the opportunity."

      "Good. I’ll send a Limo for you tomorrow," responded Harper. 'It’s about a 3 hour drive so…"

      "Great, I look forward to meeting you!" said Morgan. She hung up the phone and found she still had more questions than answers. But she was super excited and she called all here family and friends and enthusiastically told them about it. She had grown up in a broken home when her father disappeared when she was seven. He was never heard from again. He simply did not come home one day. The neighborhood on the NW side of the city was rough and riddled with crime but she learned fast and stayed away from the bad side and crime. She got almost all A's in school and had dreams of becoming a published author someday.

      The Harper Estate was well-known among literary and media circles for its mystery. It was once owned by famous writer Norman Mailer who had wild parties there during the early 60s. Rumors ranged from orgy’s and opulence to eccentricity and an evil ambiance, but no one seemed to know the full truth.

      As she listen to Harper’s words, unease started prickling at her skin. She didn’t know what she’d gotten herself into, but one thing was certain: Harper didn’t do anything without a reason. And whatever that reason was, she suspected it was going to be more than she’d bargained for.
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      The next day Claire Morgan found herself sitting in the backseat of a black Lincoln Mercury limo, winding through dense woods in mid-state New York south of the 'Finger Lakes'. The road was narrow, flanked by towering pines that seemed to stretch endlessly into the sky. The farther they drove, the more isolated she felt. Morgan shifted uncomfortably in her seat, clutching the signed NDA tightly, and a copy of Harper's last novel—a sharp, brooding masterpiece that Morgan had re-read twice since accepting the job. The trees pressed in closer as the town car ascended the winding road, their gnarled branches knitting together overhead in a canopy that filtered the late afternoon sunlight into fragmented shadows. The occasional flash of the sky through the trees was ominously gray, threatening rain, but not a single drop had fallen. Instead, the air felt charged, thick with the promise of a storm that refused to break.

      Morgan sat stiffly in the backseat, her messenger bag clutched tightly against her chest like a shield. The driver hadn’t said much since picking her up at the train station. He’d barely looked at her, his face impassive as he loaded her single suitcase into the trunk. Now, as the car turned another sharp bend, Morgan risked a glance at him. His jaw was set, his hands gripping the wheel with the sort of tension that suggested he wanted this drive over with.

      “You’ve done this trip before?” Morgan ventured, trying to break the silence and make conversation.

      The driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror, his eyes shadowed by the brim of his cap. “A few times,” he said curtly, his voice devoid of warmth.

      Morgan waited for him to elaborate… he didn’t.

      The car rounded a bend, and suddenly, the estate came into view. It took her breath away. It wasn’t just a mansion—it was a fortress!

      The road began to level out, and The Harper Estate loomed at the top of a hill, an enormous stone mansion that seemed carved from the same granite cliffs it overlooked. Its slate roof gleamed dully in the fading light, sharp gables and four chimneys stabbing at the sky. Ivy crawled up its façade giving the house an almost organic appearance, like it had grown out of the earth.

      “Here we are,” the driver said, his voice as flat as his expression. The limo pulled up to the estate.

      The wrought-iron gates were massive and ornate, their intricate designs suggesting both wealth and warning. They automatically creaked open as the car approached, the sound reverberating through the otherwise silent grounds. Morgan craned her neck around, noting the way the driveway twisted like a coiled serpent up the hill toward the mansion, flanked on either side by skeletal trees that looked like they might grab at her if she stepped too close.

      The estate was sprawling and gothic, its towering sandstone walls lighten with age. Ivy snaked across the facade, and narrow, arched windows glinted in the weak afternoon light like watchful eyes. There were also 4 huge fireplaces. A wrought-iron gate loomed ahead, creaking open automatically as the car approached. Morgan noted the video cameras.

      The chauffeur pulled to a stop in front of the main entrance. Morgan climbed out, her boots crunching against the white gravel. A single lantern above the heavy wooden door cast long shadows across the grand entryway. The main entrance of huge twin oak doors, dark and imposing, stood waiting. No one emerged to greet her. The mansion loomed as if alive, its windows felt like they were like dark eyes watching her, judging her.

      “Good luck,” the driver muttered as he unloaded her suitcase. His tone suggested she might need it.

      “Thanks very much,” Morgan replied, but he was already climbing back into the car. The vehicle disappeared down the drive, leaving Morgan alone.

      All her life Harper sought freedom from the norms of society. She was a woman of immense charisma and intellect. She had crafted a public image as a award-winning author, and she had other business interests as well including the fashion industry. In addition to her "murder novels" which is what some book critics called them, she had done one non-fiction book with Dr. Campbell regarding his controversial work with the human brain. It was a best seller but the critics and scientific medical community hated it.

      Morgan stared up at the house, its silent grandeur daring her to knock. Before she could summon the courage, one of the heavy oak doors swung open.

      Suddenly a well-dressed woman stood in the doorway. She was petite, almost birdlike, with sharp features and an expression that suggested she was not impressed by what she saw nor anything else. Her dark hair was pulled back into a severe bun, and her black dress was impeccably tailored, the kind of outfit that demanded respect—or fear.

      “Ms. Morgan,” the woman said crisply.

      “Yes, hello…” Morgan replied, straightening her shoulders. She wanted to make a good impression

      “Hi, I’m Lucy Hammond, Ms. Harper’s assistant, we spoke on the phone,” the woman said. She looked Morgan up and down with a cool detachment that made Morgan feel as though she were being measured for something she hadn’t agreed to.

      “Please follow me,” Hammond said. She turned and disappeared into the house without waiting for a response. Morgan quickly grabbed her suitcase and hurried after her. With a staff of 12… no assistance.

      The interior of the house was no less imposing than its exterior. It was cavernous, with high vaulted ceilings and polished wooden or marble floors. A sprawling spiraling staircase filled the foyer. Ancient paintings lined the walls—strange, dark, abstract pieces that seemed to shift under the dim light. The foyer was also breathtaking in its scale and grandness

      A massive chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling, its crystals catching the faint light and scattering it across the dark wood paneling. A grand staircase curved upward, its bannister intricately carved with designs that seemed alive in the flickering glow of the old candle-like lights lining the walls with a huge skylight overhead.
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      Morgan felt like an intruder, her modest coat and scuffed boots a glaring contrast to the opulence surrounding her. Hammond moved swiftly, her heels clicking against the polished marble floors as she led Morgan through a series of hallways.

      “You’ll be staying in the east wing,” she said without turning around. “The west wing is 100% off-limits.”

      “Off-limits?” Morgan asked, her curiosity piqued.

      She stopped abruptly and turned, fixing Morgan with a look that could have frozen fire. “Ms. Harper greatly values her privacy. It’s a deal breaker for her. You’ll respect that, won’t you?”

      “Of course,” Morgan said quickly, though the warning only made her even more curious.

      Hammond resumed walking, finally stopping in front of a door at the end of a corridor. She opened it, revealing a large and comfortable room. A four-poster bed with velvet curtains dominated the space, and a writing desk sat near the window, which overlooked the sprawling grounds.

      “Ms. Morgan, Dinner is at seven sharp,” Lucy said. “Don’t be late. She hates that.”

      Before Morgan could thank her, Hammond was gone, the door clicking shut behind her.
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