Chapter 1
Game, Set, Match
The tennis ball hung suspended against the crimson Manhattan sky, a perfect sphere caught between racket and net like a question waiting to be answered.
Demetria's serve cut through the humid evening air with surgical precision. The ball found the service line with a sound like bone meeting pavement—sharp, final, impossible to argue with. Across the court, Rhonda's racket sliced empty space where the ball should have been.
"Fucking hell." Rhonda's voice carried across the West Side Highway courts, raw with something that might have been frustration or admiration.
The sun was setting behind the Hudson, painting everything in shades that belonged in stained glass windows rather than corporate tennis clubs. The court's white lines glowed like neon scripture against the green surface, dividing the world into precise geometries of win and lose, in and out, hunter and prey.
Demetria moved to the net, her tennis whites pristine despite the sweat beading along her collarbone. At forty-eight, her body moved with the controlled efficiency of expensive machinery—every muscle earned through discipline, every step calculated to project authority even in recreational settings.
"That's match." She extended her hand across the net, noting how Rhonda's grip lingered just long enough to suggest negotiations that extended beyond tennis scores.
The younger woman was beautiful in the dying light—golden skin catching the sunset, muscles visible beneath the thin fabric of her tennis dress. Twenty-six years old with the casual grace of someone who understood exactly what doors her beauty could open and which ones required different keys entirely.
"Maybe I let you win," Rhonda said, thumb tracing across Demetria's knuckles in patterns that felt like Morse code.
"You never let me win anything." Demetria pulled her hand free and walked toward the bench where their towels waited, folded with the precision that money could purchase but never quite perfect. "That's why this works."
The courts around them were empty now, shadows lengthening across unused playing surfaces like fingers reaching toward something just out of sight. High above the river, windows in the financial district reflected the sunset back in fragments—thousands of tiny mirrors creating a mosaic of light and dark that hurt to look at directly.
Rhonda followed, her movements creating small sounds—sneakers on court surface, fabric shifting against skin, breathing that had found its post-match rhythm. Normal sounds that felt somehow choreographed, as if they were both following stage directions written by someone else.
"Your phone's been buzzing," Rhonda said, nodding toward the bench where Demetria's iPhone lay face-down against metal that had grown warm in the late afternoon heat.
The device vibrated again as they watched, a small mechanical insect trying to deliver messages that probably couldn't wait until tomorrow's board meeting. Demetria ignored it, focused instead on the ritual of cooling down—toweling her neck, her arms, working methodically while her heart rate dropped to acceptable levels.
But the phone kept buzzing.
Across the river, the sun touched the horizon, and for just a moment, the entire sky turned the color of fresh blood. In that impossible light, everything looked different—more saturated, more significant, like a photograph that had been enhanced until it became more real than reality usually managed to be.
"Could be the board," Rhonda said, settling onto the bench with movements that seemed deliberately casual. "Your big day."
"The vote isn't until Thursday." But Demetria's hand moved toward the phone anyway, corporate reflexes stronger than rational thought.
The screen showed two missed calls from a blocked number. As they watched, a text message appeared, the loading icon spinning in endless circles before failing with a soft electronic chime.
The phone tried again—same loading spiral, same failure.
In the blood-red sunset light, the failed message seemed to pulse with its own rhythm, the loading icon turning like a hypnotic wheel. Somewhere in the distance, wind chimes began ringing despite the still air, creating melodies that sounded almost like voices whispering in languages she'd never learned.
Rhonda leaned closer, her bare shoulder brushing against Demetria's arm. The contact was electric, but underneath it was something else—a tension that suggested they were both suddenly aware of being observed.
"What is it?" Rhonda asked, but her eyes weren't on the phone. They were scanning the empty courts, the shadows growing longer between the floodlight towers, the windows of buildings that reflected their movement back in fragments.
Demetria stared at the loading icon until it began to blur, sunset light making everything look like it was painted in watercolors that hadn't quite dried. Two calls from a blocked number. A message that refused to deliver its contents, spinning endlessly like a question that couldn't be answered.
The phone buzzed again in her hands, and this time when she looked up, Rhonda was staring at something beyond the courts—a figure standing motionless against the chain-link fence, too far away to make out details but close enough to suggest deliberate observation.
"We should go," Rhonda said quietly.
Demetria looked toward the fence, but whoever had been watching was gone, leaving only the impression of pale clothing and patient stillness. Around them, the automatic court lights began flickering on, creating islands of harsh white illumination against the gathering darkness.
They collected their equipment in silence—rackets, water bottles, the small rituals that marked the end of play. But as they walked toward the exit, Demetria could feel eyes tracking their movement, calculating distances, measuring angles like someone planning shots that had nothing to do with tennis.
The phone buzzed again.
And again.
Demetria stared at the screen—Webb's number, calling with the mechanical persistence of someone who understood that timing could mean the difference between rescue and disaster. But she didn't answer. Not here, not with Rhonda watching, not with the strange figure by the fence and the feeling that every word was being recorded by ears that shouldn't exist.
The calls kept coming as they walked to the car, each buzz creating small electrical storms in the evening air. Three more times. Four. Five.
Then silence.
But not the comfortable silence of problems solved—the waiting silence of problems that were just beginning, gathering momentum in places too distant to see but close enough to change everything.
Behind them, the tennis courts stretched away into darkness, white lines glowing like bones under the floodlights, geometric patterns that looked almost like symbols when viewed from the right angle.
Almost like invitations to something that couldn't be refused.
Chapter 2
Power Lunch
The penthouse elevator climbed forty floors in perfect silence, carrying them away from tennis courts and toward something more dangerous. Through the glass walls, Manhattan sprawled below like a circuit board of ambition and appetite.
Demetria's hand found the small of Rhonda's back as they walked into the apartment, fingers tracing the curve where silk met skin. Two years together, but the touch still created small electrical storms between them.
"Shower?" Rhonda asked, but her voice suggested other priorities.
"Board meeting in two hours."
"An hour and fifty minutes, then."
The bedroom faced west, floor-to-ceiling windows that turned afternoon light into something golden and cinematic. Rhonda moved to the bed with fluid grace, already reaching for the zipper of her tennis dress. When the fabric fell away, it revealed skin that seemed to glow in the filtered sunlight—full breasts that swayed as she moved, pink nipples visible in the cool air conditioning.
Twenty-six years old, but she moved with the confidence of someone who'd never doubted her own power. When she reached for Demetria, there was nothing submissive about the gesture—just hunger, mutual and demanding.
"Come here," Rhonda said, and it wasn't a request.
Demetria let herself be pulled forward, let Rhonda's fingers work at the buttons of her blouse with practiced efficiency. The corporate armor fell away piece by piece—silk blouse, tailored skirt, expensive lingerie—until she was just skin and need, vulnerable in ways that boardrooms never allowed.
Rhonda's mouth found her throat first, tongue tracing the hollow where her pulse beat visible proof of arousal. Her hands cupped Demetria's breasts, thumbs working over nipples until they stiffened under her touch. When Demetria tried to take control, tried to guide them toward familiar patterns, Rhonda caught her wrists.
"Not today," she whispered against Demetria's ear. "Today you let me."
The bed was soft, expensive, positioned where afternoon light painted their naked bodies in shades of gold and amber. Rhonda moved above her with focused attention, mouth working down her body with deliberate slowness—pausing to suck and bite at Demetria's nipples until she gasped, tongue tracing patterns across her stomach, taking time to taste rather than simply consume.
Her hands moved between Demetria's thighs, fingers finding wetness that had been building since the tennis court. "God, you're soaked," Rhonda murmured, stroking through the slickness with gentle pressure.
"Please," Demetria whispered, but Rhonda had other plans.
She reached into the bedside drawer, retrieving the black silicone strap-on they'd used countless times before. But watching Rhonda step into the harness, adjust the straps around her hips, position the thick dildo with practiced efficiency—it never stopped being arousing. The contrast of feminine curves and masculine equipment, the way it made Rhonda move with new authority.
"Turn over," Rhonda commanded, and Demetria obeyed, positioning herself on hands and knees while Rhonda moved behind her.
The first touch of silicone against her pussy made her shiver. Rhonda teased her, sliding the head through her wetness, pressing just barely inside before pulling away. Building tension with the patience of someone who understood that anticipation was its own form of pleasure.
When she finally pushed inside, filling Demetria completely, the phone rang.
Once. Sharp. Insistent.
Demetria's body tensed, corporate reflexes trying to pull her attention toward the sound. But Rhonda didn't stop—she began moving inside her with slow, deliberate thrusts that made concentration impossible.
"Ignore it," Rhonda murmured, her hands gripping Demetria's hips as she found a rhythm that was both gentle and relentless.
The answering machine picked up after four rings. Webb's voice, distant and electronic: "Ms. Collins, this is urgent. Please call immediately when you receive this message."
Rhonda's pace increased slightly, the thick dildo sliding in and out with wet sounds that mixed with their breathing. She reached around to find Demetria's clit, fingers working in circles that matched her thrusts.
"Fuck," Demetria gasped, her arms trembling as she tried to support herself. "That feels so good."
"I know exactly what you need," Rhonda said, changing the angle slightly so the strap-on hit that perfect spot inside her. "I know your body better than you do."
The phone rang again.
This time Demetria reached for it with one hand, but Rhonda pushed deeper, harder, making her collapse forward onto her elbows. "Don't you dare answer that."
"It might be important—"
"I'm important." Rhonda's voice was breathless but determined, her hips snapping forward with more force. "This is important. Feel how wet you are for me. Feel how much you need this."
The answering machine clicked on again: "Ms. Collins, I've found additional information about the South Carolina situation. There are things you need to know before you make contact. Please call as soon as possible."
But Rhonda was fucking her in earnest now, the strap-on sliding deep with each thrust while her fingers worked Demetria's clit with expert precision. The combination was devastating—pleasure building with mathematical precision while Webb's recorded anxiety created background tension that somehow made every sensation more acute.
"You're going to come for me," Rhonda said, her voice taking on the commanding tone that drove Demetria wild. "Right now, while he's leaving messages about your mother. Come on my cock."
Third ring.
This time neither of them moved toward the phone. Demetria was too close to the edge, her pussy clenching around the silicone as Rhonda's fingers brought her higher and higher. The sound became part of the rhythm, another layer of sensation in a symphony that was building toward an inevitable conclusion.
"Ms. Collins, this is the third time I've called. The community you're planning to visit has a history you need to understand. People have died, Ms. Collins. People have disappeared. Please don't go there without talking to me first."
The word "died" penetrated through Demetria's approaching orgasm like ice water. But Rhonda was relentless now, fucking her with deep, hard thrusts that made her see stars.
"Come," Rhonda commanded. "Now."
The orgasm crashed through her, her body convulsing around the strap-on as Rhonda continued thrusting through her climax. She bit down on the pillow to muffle her cries, her entire body shaking with the intensity of release.
Fourth ring.
As the aftershocks faded, as her breathing returned to normal, as Rhonda settled beside her with satisfied smile, the answering machine delivered Webb's most urgent message yet:
"Ms. Collins, I've been monitoring police communications in Clarendon County. There was a fire last night at a property owned by the Meridian Grove community. Three bodies recovered, but the identities are being withheld pending investigation. Ms. Collins, I don't think your mother is safe. I don't think anyone there is safe. Please call me before you—"
The machine is cut off with electronic finality.
Demetria and Rhonda lay in the golden afternoon light, their bodies still humming with shared pleasure, staring at the phone that had just shattered their perfect moment with news of fire and bodies and danger waiting in South Carolina.
"Jesus," Rhonda whispered.
The phone began ringing again.
This time, Demetria answered.
Chapter 3
 Passage
Charleston International Airport gleamed under fluorescent lights that made everything look like it was happening underwater. The arrivals board flickered—too fast to catch unless you were hunting for problems.
"Car's delayed," Demetria said, checking her phone. Twenty minutes pushed back to forty.
Rhonda settled into molded plastic designed for efficiency rather than comfort. "We could rent something."
"I don't drive in places I don't know."
A woman approached from baggage claim. Mid-thirties, blonde hair pulled back, moving with deliberate stride. Corporate clothing that suggested contracts rather than cab company wages.
"Ms. Collins? I'm Alex. Your regular driver had car trouble."
She extended her hand, a smile lingering longer than professional courtesy required. When she shook Rhonda's hand, her fingers traced patterns that definitely weren't standard business etiquette.
"Hope you don't mind the substitution. I've driven this route before."
The black SUV waited in the loading zone, tinted windows reflecting the terminal's lighting in patterns that hurt to look at directly. Alex opened the rear door, holding eye contact longer than the gesture required.
"Comfortable enough?"
Leather seats warm despite the air conditioning. Through the partition, Alex's pale blue eyes tracked their movement in the rearview mirror.
"First time visiting Clarendon County?"
"Yes."
"It's special. Very intimate community out there." Her voice carried implications that danced around professional conversation. "I'm sure you'll fit right in."
The interstate stretched ahead, four lanes leading away from Charleston's sprawl toward something more isolated. Alex drove with practiced ease, but her attention kept returning to the mirror, cataloguing details.
"You two been together long?"
Rhonda's hand found Demetria's on the leather seat. "A while."
"Sweet. I can always tell." Alex's smile was visible in the mirror. Predatory and warm.
The comment hung in the climate-controlled air. Demetria felt herself being studied, categorized, filed away for purposes she couldn't identify.
The landscape transformed as they drove deeper into South Carolina. Suburban developments gave way to farmland, which gave way to pine forests that pressed closer to the highway with each mile. The sun was setting behind them, painting everything in stained glass colors.
"Almost there," Alex said, though the GPS showed another fifteen minutes.
The road narrowed to two lanes, winding through pine forests that blocked most of the remaining daylight. Alex's driving became more confident here, as if she knew every curve by heart.
"You'll love the community. Very welcoming to alternative lifestyles." Her eyes fixed on their joined hands in the mirror. "Very open-minded about different kinds of relationships."
The path curved impossibly left, gravel crunching under tires as they turned onto a road that wasn't marked on any GPS. Through the trees, no landmarks, no sense of direction except deeper into forest that seemed designed to swallow visitors.
"Here we are," Alex said, though they couldn't see anything yet.
The road curved one final time, and the forest opened into a clearing where buildings clustered around a central courtyard. The main house gleamed white in the dying light, surrounded by smaller structures positioned with deliberate attention to sight lines.
Alex parked beside a hand-carved sign: "Myrtle Farms." She turned in her seat, studying both women with satisfaction.
"They're expecting you."
No one was visible in the courtyard or on the wraparound porches. The SUV's interior felt suddenly claustrophobic, too warm despite the air conditioning.
"Need help with bags?"
"We're fine," Demetria said, though she wasn't sure that was true.
They gathered their luggage while Alex watched from the driver's seat, pale eyes tracking their movements with continued interest.
"Enjoy your stay," she said through the open window. "I'm sure it'll be transformative."
The SUV pulled away, gravel crunching as it disappeared back into the forest. Demetria and Rhonda stood in the clearing, surrounded by buildings that looked peaceful but felt like they were being observed.
Wind chimes hung from every surface, creating soft metallic sounds that filled the silence. The main house's windows reflected the sunset back in patterns that suggested movement inside, though nothing was clearly visible.
The courtyard stretched around them, perfectly maintained but empty, as if the entire community was waiting just out of sight for their visitors to make the first move.
Somewhere in the distance, laughter or music drifted through the evening air—too faint to identify but clear enough to suggest that whatever happened at Myrtle Farms was already in progress.
Chapter 4
First Contact
Wind chimes sang from every surface at Myrtle Farms, metallic whispers that followed them like gossip as they approached the main house. The porch wrapped around the building in perfect symmetry, connecting smaller structures like arteries feeding a pale heart.
Standing on the front steps, as if she'd been waiting there for hours, was a woman who could only be Yvonne Collins.
She was smaller than Demetria had imagined—probably five-foot-four in her bare feet—with silver hair pulled back in a loose bun and skin that suggested a lifetime of Southern sun. She wore a flowing white dress that might have been fashionable in 1975 and enough jewelry to stock a small boutique, all of it silver and turquoise, catching the dying light like signals.
"You're taller than I expected," Yvonne said, her voice carrying the particular drawl of someone who'd spent decades in rural South Carolina. But underneath it was something else—an educated cadence that suggested she hadn't always lived among wind chimes and crystal collections. "The spirits told me you'd come, but they didn't mention your height."
Demetria felt Rhonda's presence beside her like a steadying force, but she couldn't look away from her mother's face. Yvonne's eyes were pale blue, almost colorless, and they seemed to be cataloguing details with an intensity that made Demetria's skin crawl.
Through the windows behind Yvonne, shadows moved—shapes that might have been people or might have been something else entirely. The house breathed around them, settling and creaking in rhythms that sounded almost deliberate.
"Hello, Yvonne." The words felt inadequate, forty-eight years of absence compressed into a greeting she might give a business acquaintance. "I'm Demetria. This is Rhonda."
"I know who you are, sweetheart." Yvonne stepped closer, and Demetria caught her scent—sandalwood and something herbal, marijuana maybe, mixed with expensive perfume. "I've been feeling your energy for weeks. Ever since you decided to make this trip."
The door behind her stood slightly ajar, revealing darkness that seemed to pulse with its own rhythm. From somewhere inside came sounds—footsteps, whispers, something that might have been breathing or might have been the house itself expanding and contracting.
Then, without warning, the door burst open.
Billy goats flooded the porch like water breaking through a dam—brown and white and black bodies flowing around furniture, hooves clicking against hardwood, yellow eyes reflecting the sunset light. One medium-sized brown goat lowered its head and charged straight into Rhonda's hip, sending her stumbling backward into Demetria's arms.
The animals moved with purpose, not chaos—each one following invisible paths across the porch, through the doorway, around their legs. Their bleating created harmonies that mixed with the wind chimes to form music that had no earthly source.
Demetria pressed herself against the porch railing, watching dozens of goats stream past with the fluid precision of water finding its level. Their hooves drummed against the wooden boards in rhythms that sounded like coded messages, and their eyes—those strange yellow eyes—tracked human movement with intelligence that felt uncomfortably aware.
Then, as suddenly as they'd appeared, the goats were gone. Flowing back through the door, down the steps, disappearing into the forest like a tide retreating. The porch returned to silence, wind chimes settling back into gentle melodies, as if nothing had happened.
Yvonne smiled serenely, as if livestock invasions were part of the evening routine.
"The neighbors' goats sometimes visit," she said. "They're very social animals."
As if summoned by invisible cues, a man emerged from the main house, moving with the controlled grace of someone who'd spent years studying how bodies occupied space. He was exactly what Demetria had expected from Alex's knowing comments—mid-thirties, conventionally handsome in an aggressively wholesome way, with the kind of smile that probably worked on lonely widows and spiritual seekers.
But there was something wrong with his proportions. Too tall, too symmetrical, like he'd been assembled from catalog parts rather than born. His white linen clothing caught the dying light in ways that seemed deliberately theatrical.
"The daughter returns," he said, his voice carrying a quality that made it sound like he was performing lines in a play. "I'm Bradford. Welcome to Myrtle Farms."
He extended his hand to Demetria, holding the contact just long enough to be noticeable. His palm was warm, slightly damp, and when he smiled, his teeth were too white, too perfect.
When he turned to Rhonda, something shifted in his expression—a predatory calculation that lasted only a fraction of a second before the pastoral mask slipped back into place.
"And you must be the assistant," he said, taking Rhonda's hand in both of his. "Though I suspect there's more to that story."
His eyes lingered on Rhonda's mouth before returning to Demetria, and when he smiled again, it was too wide, showing too much gum.
The courtyard around them was perfectly maintained but felt like a stage set—every element positioned for maximum visual impact, every sight line calculated to direct attention toward the main house. Solar panels glinted on several roofs like scales, and a greenhouse near the back of the property caught the last rays of sunlight in its glass panels, creating rainbow refractions that hurt to look at directly.
"We've prepared rooms for you both," Bradford said, gesturing toward the collection of buildings that surrounded them. His movements were too fluid, too practiced. "Unless you'd prefer to stay in town? There's a lovely bed and breakfast about twenty minutes away."
The offer sounded reasonable, but something in his tone suggested it would be a mistake to leave.
"Here is fine," Demetria said, studying the way Bradford positioned himself between them and the main house.
"No trouble at all. We're family here." Bradford's smile never wavered. "Yvonne, why don't you show them to the guest cabin while I finish preparations for tonight?"
As Bradford retreated into the house, his white clothing catching the light like a ghost dissolving into shadow, Demetria noticed other figures moving between the buildings. A large man emerged from behind the greenhouse, his bulk moving with surprising grace. When he raised his hand in greeting, even from fifty yards away, there was something predatory in his movements.
A woman with bleached blonde hair crossed the courtyard, walking like she was aware of being watched. Her white dress clung to curves that seemed engineered for attention—breasts so large they strained against the thin fabric with each step, creating movement that was impossible to ignore. Even at a distance, there was something unsettling about how she moved, each step calculated for maximum effect.
"That's Victor," Yvonne said, following Demetria's gaze toward the large man. "He maintains our sanctuary. And Barbie documents our spiritual work. Very talented with cameras."
Barbie paused in the courtyard and turned toward them. For a moment, her face was perfectly illuminated by the dying light, revealing features that were beautiful in an artificial way—too symmetrical, too perfect, like a photograph of beauty rather than the real thing. The sunset light made the white fabric of her dress nearly transparent, revealing that she wore nothing underneath, her dark nipples visible through the thin material.
When Barbie smiled and waved, her teeth caught the light like knives. Her breasts swayed with the gesture, heavy and deliberate, as if they were performing their own separate greeting.
They followed Yvonne across the courtyard toward a small cabin with a wraparound porch, passing other community members who moved with the purpose of people following established routines. The buildings were in excellent repair, freshly painted and maintained with the kind of attention that required significant investment.
"How many people live here?" Demetria asked.
"It varies. A few of us are permanent residents, but we have visitors regularly." Yvonne's movements were precise, deliberate, like she was following an invisible script. "People seeking guidance, healing, connection with loved ones who've passed."
The guest cabin looked rustic from the outside, but through the windows, Demetria could see furnishings that suggested serious money rather than hippie aesthetics. Everything was clean, well-maintained, decorated with artwork that looked suspiciously authentic.
Inside, the cabin was larger than it appeared from outside, with a main room dominated by a stone fireplace and a bedroom that managed to feel rustic and expensive simultaneously. But there was something wrong with the proportions, the way furniture was positioned, as if the space had been designed to be photographed rather than lived in.
"Bradford has excellent taste," Yvonne said, settling into a chair near the window with movements that seemed choreographed. "He found his calling after years of searching."
She arranged her white dress around her legs like a meditation pose, but her pale eyes never stopped moving, cataloguing details, assessing reactions.
"His calling?"
"Soul work. Helping people understand that love doesn't end when the body does." Yvonne's face glowed with evangelical fervor. "He has extraordinary gifts, sweetheart. The spirits speak through him in ways I've never experienced before."
Through the window, Demetria could see Bradford moving across the courtyard toward another building, his white clothing visible in the gathering darkness. Other figures followed at discrete distances—Victor, Barbie, shadows that might have been people or might have been something else entirely.
"He's helped me understand that Harold's death wasn't an ending," Yvonne continued, her voice taking on the dreamy quality of someone describing perfect happiness. "It was a transformation. Now Harold visits me every night, guides my decisions, helps me see the truth that I was blind to before."
"Mom," Demetria said carefully, "how long have you been here?"
"Eighteen months of the most meaningful healing I've ever experienced." Yvonne's jewelry clinked softly as she gestured.
"Before Bradford, I was drowning in grief, spending my days talking to photographs and crying over memories that felt more real than my actual life."
The room around them seemed to pulse with its own rhythm, walls breathing in slow patterns that matched the sound of wind chimes outside. Through the windows, lights were beginning to appear in the other buildings—not electric illumination, but something warmer, more intimate.
"Tonight there's a ceremony," Yvonne said, her pale eyes bright with anticipation. "Bradford says it's going to be transformative. A breakthrough that will change how I communicate with Harold forever."
She stood with fluid grace, moving toward the door with the satisfaction of someone who'd completed a successful delivery.
"Dinner is at six," she said. "Circle work at eight. Dress comfortably—spiritual energy flows better through natural fabrics."
She paused at the door, turning back with expressions that seemed both maternal and predatory.
"Demetria?"
"Yes?"
"I'm glad you came. Whatever happens tonight, I'm grateful for the chance to finally meet the woman my daughter became."
After she left, Demetria and Rhonda stood in the cabin's main room, surrounded by expensive rustic decor and the lingering scent of sandalwood. Through the windows, they could see the community's buildings arranged around the courtyard like a stage set, everything too perfect, too deliberately composed.
"This place feels off," Rhonda said quietly.
"It really does." Demetria moved to the window, watching figures converge near the main house, their movements following invisible choreography.
Outside, wind chimes created their metallic symphony, and somewhere in the distance, something that might have been laughter or might have been screaming echoed through the South Carolina twilight.
Chapter 5
The Seduction Begins
Bradford passed around glasses of sweet tea that tasted metallic. Demetria set hers down without drinking while studying the way he moved between the chairs arranged in their circle, adjusting positions by inches.
"Please join hands," he said, settling into the chair across from her. "Physical connection enhances the work."
Demetria found herself between Rhonda and Barbie, their palms warm and damp in the humid evening air. Around the circle, the others settled into what was obviously a familiar routine.
"Spirits of light, we open ourselves to your presence," Bradford intoned, his breathing becoming theatrical, labored. His head tilted back as if receiving transmission from above.
When he spoke again, his voice had changed—older, rougher.
"I'm sensing... an older male presence. Someone who cared deeply about you."
Demetria said nothing. Standard cold reading—most people over forty had lost an older male relative.
"He's showing me... a uniform? Military, perhaps? Or... wait, no. Business attire. Very formal. He was a man of authority."
Still silence. Bradford's eyes opened slightly, checking her reaction. When he found none, he shifted tactics.
"James. I'm hearing the name James very clearly."
Demetria felt her pulse quicken despite herself. Her adoptive father had been James Collins.
"Yes," she said carefully.
Bradford's confidence returned. "He's telling me about... about watches. Time was very important to him. Punctuality. Order."
Generic again—most authority figures cared about punctuality. But the watch detail made her stomach tighten.
"He wants you to know about forgiveness. About not blaming yourself for the distance. The phone calls you didn't return."
"I returned his calls."
Bradford's eyes flickered—a tell. He'd made a mistake.
"Of course, of course. He means the visits. The times when work kept you away when he needed you most."
More generic guilt. Demetria glanced at Rhonda, whose expression showed she was cataloguing the same manipulative techniques.
"He's showing me... a hospital room. Machines beeping. He knows you were scared to see him that way."
"He died at home," Demetria said flatly.
Another flicker. Bradford was starting to sweat.
"Yes, home. But before that, there was medical equipment. Oxygen, perhaps? He wants you to know he understood your fear of seeing him... diminished."
The room went silent. Bradford had just committed the cardinal sin of cold reading—persisting with incorrect information instead of gracefully moving on.
"Actually," Demetria said, her voice taking on the tone she used for board meetings where someone had lied about quarterly projections, "James Collins never needed oxygen. He had a massive heart attack in his study while reading Reuters. Died instantly. No hospital, no medical equipment, no lingering illness."
Bradford's pastoral mask cracked. Around the circle, the other participants watched with growing discomfort as their spiritual leader flailed.
"Sometimes the spirits show us symbolic representations—"
"Or sometimes," Demetria continued, "people make educated guesses about common end-of-life scenarios and hope their marks are too grief-stricken to notice when the details are completely wrong."
Rhonda squeezed her hand—part warning, part admiration.
Bradford's voice took on a defensive edge. "I understand skepticism is your coping mechanism, but rejecting spiritual guidance because of fear—"
"Fear?" Demetria laughed, a sound like breaking glass. "I'm a forty-eight-year-old woman who's spent twenty years negotiating with people who lie for a living. You think a failed carnival act is going to frighten me?"
The words hung in the candlelit air like smoke. Victor shifted in his chair, hands moving to rest on his knees in a way that suggested preparation for violence. Barbie's breathing had become audible, quick and shallow.
But Yvonne leaned forward, her pale eyes bright with something between disappointment and determination.
"Sweetheart," she said softly, "you're not giving Bradford a fair chance. The spirits don't always communicate in ways we expect."
And there it was—the true tragedy. Her mother wasn't a conscious accomplice. She was a true believer, so deep in the manipulation that she'd defend her exploiters against her own daughter.
"Mom," Demetria said carefully, "he guessed wrong about every single detail of James's death."
"But he got the name right," Yvonne insisted. "And the watch. He knew about your father's watch."
Rhonda's grip on Demetria's hand tightened until it was almost painful. Demetria felt her girlfriend's anger radiating through the contact—fury at watching Yvonne hand Bradford ammunition for his psychological attacks.
"What about the watch?" Bradford asked, seizing on Yvonne's unwitting assistance.
"She wears it to important meetings," Yvonne continued, oblivious to the damage she was causing. "James's Rolex. It was his most prized possession, and now it helps her feel close to him when she needs confidence."
"Jesus Christ," Rhonda whispered, low enough that only Demetria could hear.
Bradford's smile returned, predatory and satisfied. "Of course. The spirits often use objects that carry emotional significance. Your father is telling me the watch represents more than time—it represents his ongoing presence in your life."
"Stop," Demetria said.
"He knows you touch it during difficult negotiations. He knows you wore it the day you got the board position. He's been guiding your success through that connection."
"I said stop."
But Bradford was gaining momentum, emboldened by Yvonne's revelations and the emotional reaction he was finally generating. "He wants you to understand that every time you've doubted yourself, every time you've felt alone, he's been there. The watch isn't just a timepiece—it's a spiritual telephone, connecting you to his love."
"That's enough." Rhonda's voice cut through the candlelit air like a blade. She released Demetria's hand and turned to face Yvonne directly. "Do you realize what you just did?"
Yvonne looked confused, innocent. "I was helping Bradford understand—"
"You were feeding him ammunition to hurt your daughter." Rhonda's voice was deadly quiet. "You just gave him the most private, painful part of her grief so he could use it against her."
"That's not— He's helping her heal—"
"He's helping himself to her psychological wounds." Rhonda stood, her chair scraping against the hardwood floor. "You want to know how he knew about the watch? Because you just told him everything he needed to know to make his next guess sound miraculous."
Bradford tried to regain control. "I understand this is overwhelming, but attacking the messenger won't silence the message—"
"Shut up," Rhonda said without looking at him. Her attention remained fixed on Yvonne. "Your daughter came here to reconnect with you, and you're serving her up to a con artist like she's dinner."
"Bradford isn't— He's helped me so much—"
"He's helped himself to your bank account. He's helped himself to your grief. And now he's helping himself to hers, with your assistance."
Demetria watched this exchange with growing horror. Her girlfriend was defending her against her own mother, who was defending her exploiter against her own daughter. The family reunion had become a three-way psychological battlefield.
"Yvonne," Bradford said, his voice taking on the tone of disappointed authority, "perhaps your daughter would benefit from private counseling. Sometimes family dynamics require individual work before group healing can be effective."
The suggestion hung in the air like a threat disguised as concern. Private counseling. Isolated manipulation. The classic next step in systematic psychological abuse.
"No." Demetria stood, pulling Rhonda with her. "We're done here."
"Sweetheart, please," Yvonne said, reaching across the circle. "Don't let fear drive you away from healing. Don't let pride keep you from accepting what your father is trying to tell you."
The plea was heartbreaking in its sincerity. Yvonne genuinely believed she was helping, genuinely thought Bradford's manipulations were spiritual guidance. Her pale eyes shone with tears and evangelical fervor.
"Mom," Demetria said gently, "James Collins never wore a Rolex. He wore a Timex he bought at Walmart in 1987. I wear his Rolex because it's the one I bought him for Christmas the year he died, and he never got to see it because I was too busy to visit during the holidays."
The silence that followed was deafening. Yvonne's face crumpled as she realized how thoroughly she'd been deceived, how completely her own revelations had been weaponized against her daughter.
Bradford made one last desperate attempt to salvage his authority. "Sometimes the spirits use symbolic representation to communicate deeper truths—"
"Sometimes," Demetria said, moving toward the door, "charlatans use psychological manipulation to extract money from grieving people, and sometimes well-meaning family members become unwitting accomplices in their own exploitation."
She paused at the threshold, looking back at her mother's tear-streaked face.
"When you're ready to have a conversation that doesn't involve performance art, you know where to find me."
Outside, the South Carolina night was thick with humidity and the sound of insects. Demetria and Rhonda walked back to their cabin in silence, both processing the emotional carnage they'd just witnessed.
"Your mother loves you," Rhonda said finally. "She's just lost."
"I know." Demetria felt exhaustion settling into her bones like lead. "That's what makes it so fucking tragic."
Behind them, candlelight flickered in the main house windows, and somewhere in the distance, wind chimes created their metallic symphony—beautiful sounds that now felt like warnings in the thick Southern air.# Chapter 5: The Performance
Dinner was served on the main house's wraparound porch, Bradford presided with the benevolent authority of someone accustomed to managing group dynamics. He'd changed into a flowing white outfit that made him look like a wellness instructor auditioning for sainthood.
"Demetria works in finance," Yvonne was explaining, her voice carrying motherly pride that felt both genuine and performed. "She's joining the board of a major credit card company."
"How fascinating," Bradford said, cutting his organic chicken with surgical precision. "Money is just energy in motion. Banking is spiritual work, whether people realize it or not."
Demetria felt Rhonda's knee brush against hers under the table—a warning to stay alert. Around them, candles flickered in glass hurricanes, creating shadows that danced across faces and made everyone look like characters in a costume drama.
"I hadn't thought of it that way," Demetria said, playing along while scanning exits and noting how Victor positioned himself to block the most direct route to the cars.
"Most people operate unconsciously," Bradford continued, his eyes catching the candlelight with hypnotic intensity. "But someone with your success must have intuitive abilities. The spirits often guide financial decisions. It’s very common."
Victor leaned back, wine glass balanced in his fingers.
Chapter 6
 Settling In
The cabin's walls were thinner than they'd appeared during the daylight tour. Demetria discovered this at two AM when a voice drifted through the pine boards from the direction of the main house.
She lay still in the darkness, Rhonda's breathing steady beside her, listening.
A woman's voice. Whispered at first, then urgent. Demanding.
A man's deeper response.
Another voice: "Harder... yes. Now suck it... Yes. That's it."
"You hearing this?" Rhonda's voice was barely audible.
"Hard not to."
The sounds grew clearer. Bodies moving. Shifting. The creak of furniture.
Moaning now. Multiple voices. Things that shouldn't be heard through walls.
Something about the casual depravity felt wrong—these people had just met her mother hours ago, had sat through dinner making polite conversation.
"Jesus," Rhonda breathed. "And they're supposed to be helping your mom find spiritual peace?"
More sounds. Rhythmic now. Multiple voices blending together.
The sounds reached a peak, then faded. Footsteps on wooden floors. Soft closing of doors. The return of night silence broken only by insects and settling wood.
"We should leave," Rhonda said. "First thing in the morning, we get in the car and drive back to New York."
"Not yet."
"This isn't about your mother anymore. These people are running some kind of operation, and we're sleeping in the guest cabin like we're part of it."
Rhonda was right, but leaving now would mean abandoning Yvonne to whatever exploitation was happening here.
"Two more days," she said. "I need to see how deep this goes."
Rhonda shifted in the bed, her body warm against Demetria's hip. "And if we get in too deep to get out?"
"Then you leave," Demetria said. "Take the car, drive to Charleston, fly home. I'll handle this alone."
"Like hell." Rhonda's hand found Demetria's beneath the sheets, fingers interlacing with possessive strength. "We're in this together."
The contact was electric, charged with shared danger. Demetria felt her pulse quicken despite the circumstances.
Rhonda moved closer, her breath warm against Demetria's neck. "I've been thinking about touching you since we got here."
"Here? Now?"
"Especially here. Especially now." Rhonda's lips found the sensitive spot below Demetria's ear.
Her hand moved beneath the sheets, fingers tracing the curve of Demetria's hip through silk pajamas.
"We're already in trouble." Rhonda's hand slipped beneath the silk, skin against skin. "The question is whether we're going to enjoy it."
She turned to face Rhonda, meeting her mouth with her own. Wine and determination. The kiss was hungry, desperate.
They moved together, hands pushing silk pajamas away from heated skin. Demetria's top slipped over her head, Rhonda's nightgown pooling around her waist. Bare breasts pressed together in the moonlight.
Lying side by side, Rhonda guided Demetria's hand between her thighs while her own fingers found their target with confident purpose. She worked slow circles, watching Demetria's face for every reaction.
They moved together, faces inches apart, watching each other in the moonlight streaming through the cabin's windows. Rhonda's hair fell across her shoulder as she leaned closer, taking charge of their rhythm.
Rhonda bit her lip. A soft gasp. The moonlight caught the sheen of moisture on her skin.
Minutes passed. Slow, patient touching. Rhonda setting the pace, guiding them both.
Demetria's breathing quickened. Rhonda's fingers found the spot that made her arch, slick with growing wetness, while Demetria responded to her girlfriend's silent commands.
"Shh," Rhonda whispered when Demetria started to move too fast. "Let me."
The sounds from across the courtyard had stopped, replaced by the kind of silence that suggested people listening rather than sleeping.
Through the window, shadows began to shift in impossible ways. The moonlight turned silver to gold, then back again.
A quiet moan. Rhonda's free hand gripped the sheets, her blonde hair spilling across the pillow like liquid mercury, but her touch never wavered from its steady control.
More time. More wetness now. Fingers sliding easier, deeper. Rhonda directing every movement, every pressure. The air in the cabin grew thick, honeyed.
"Now," Rhonda whispered, increasing her rhythm. Demetria followed her lead. Their breathing fell into rhythm.
The colors in the room seemed to pulse with their heartbeats. Blue shadows. Golden skin.
Longer now. Building slowly. Each touch more urgent than the last, but always at Rhonda's discretion.
Breaths coming faster. Small sounds they couldn't suppress. Everything slick and warm.
Finally, the tension peaked. "Look at me," Rhonda commanded softly, her fingers moving with desperate need through the wetness. "Come with me."
They came together, bodies arching against each other's touch. Rhonda cried out, too loud in the silence. Demetria's hand flew to cover her mouth, then pulled her into a deep kiss to muffle the sound, their shuddering breaths mixing in the dark cabin air that had turned electric around them.
Rhonda didn't stop until the aftershocks faded. When she finally settled beside her, her satisfaction was visible in the dim light.
"Better?" Rhonda asked.
"Different," Demetria said, her voice hoarse. "More complicated."
"Everything's more complicated when it matters."
They lay together in the darkness, listening to the night sounds of the community settling around them.
A sound in the distance. Faint at first.
"Do you hear that?" Rhonda whispered.
Footsteps on gravel. Far away, but getting closer.
They held their breath, listening. The steps were slow, deliberate. Someone walking the perimeter of their cabin.
The footsteps circled closer. Paused. Continued.
Then stopped directly outside their bedroom window.
"Demetria?" Rhonda's voice was barely a breath.
Through the thin curtains, a shadow moved. Someone standing there, listening.
The shadow raised something to the glass.
Chapter 7
 Morning Rituals
Morning came too early, filtered through thin curtains that did nothing to block the South Carolina sun. Demetria woke with the particular stiffness that came from sleeping in unfamiliar beds, in unfamiliar places, with the lingering awareness that someone had been watching them through glass.
Beside her, Rhonda stirred, blonde hair spilled across the pillow like liquid gold in the harsh daylight. Neither of them mentioned the shadow at the window. Neither of them mentioned the sounds they'd heard through the walls. Some things were better left unspoken until coffee and distance made them manageable.
"Shower?" Rhonda asked, her voice hoarse from sleep and other activities.
Demetria looked around the cabin's main room, noting the conspicuous absence of a bathroom door. A sink in the corner, a mirror above it, but nothing that suggested privacy for washing.
"Where exactly?"
They dressed in yesterday's clothes—wrinkled silk and cotton that smelled faintly of sweat and sex—and walked across the courtyard toward the main house. The morning air was thick with humidity and the sound of birds that seemed too loud, too aggressive for the peaceful setting Bradford had promised.
Yvonne emerged from the kitchen, carrying a coffee cup that steamed in the morning heat. She wore the same flowing white dress from yesterday, but something about her movements seemed different. More deliberate. As if she were performing normalcy rather than living it.
"Good morning, sweetheart." Her smile was bright, maternal, completely at odds with the tension radiating from her daughter. "Sleep well?"
"Fine," Demetria said. "We were looking for the shower."
"Oh." Yvonne's laugh carried a note that might have been embarrassment or might have been something else entirely. "I should have mentioned. The facilities are outdoors. Very natural. Very... liberating."
She gestured toward the back of the property, where a wooden enclosure stood among the pine trees like a confessional booth designed for different kinds of absolution.
"Outdoors?"
"Bradford believes in connecting with natural elements. Cleansing under open sky." Yvonne's voice carried the particular tone of someone who'd learned to find spiritual meaning in practical inconveniences. "There are towels in the basket by the door. Soap, shampoo, everything you need."
The enclosure was larger than it had appeared from the main house—eight feet square, surrounded by rough-hewn boards that rose seven feet high. No roof. Just morning sky and the canopy of pine trees that filtered sunlight into patterns that moved across the wooden walls like living things.
"Well," Rhonda said, studying the setup with the practical assessment of someone who'd learned to adapt to unusual accommodations. "At least it's private."
The door latched from the inside with a simple hook and eye, offering the illusion of security if not the reality. Inside, a wooden platform kept their feet off the ground, and a showerhead mounted on the back wall promised hot water from some unseen source.
They undressed slowly, fingers working buttons and zippers with deliberate care. Demetria's silk blouse slipped from her shoulders like water, pooling in golden folds on the wooden bench. Rhonda's cotton dress fell in a whisper of fabric, revealing skin that seemed to glow in the filtered morning light streaming through the pine canopy.
Both of them hyperaware of the open sky above, the gaps between boards that might offer sight lines to anyone patient enough to position themselves correctly. Demetria found herself glancing up repeatedly, scanning the pine canopy for movement that wasn't there, even as she unhooked her bra and let it fall away from breasts that felt exposed to more than just morning air.
Rhonda stepped out of her underwear with fluid grace, but her movements were careful, controlled. She folded each garment with unnecessary precision, buying time while her eyes swept the wooden enclosure for threats that logic said couldn't exist.
"You keep looking up," Rhonda said, her voice softer than the rustling pine needles above.
"Just... making sure."
But even as she said it, Demetria felt foolish. The forest was empty. Morning birds called from distant trees. Nothing watched them except sky and pine needles and their own heightened awareness of vulnerability.
Rhonda reached for the faucet first, testing the temperature with cautious fingers. She glanced over her shoulder once, then again, as if expecting to find eyes in the gaps between boards. Sunlight filtered through the wooden slats, creating bars of gold across her naked body.
"Stop it," she told herself quietly. "You're being paranoid."
When steam rose from the stream of water, she stepped beneath it, but her movements were self-conscious now, aware of her nakedness in ways that had nothing to do with modesty and everything to do with the feeling of being observed by invisible watchers.
They stepped under the spray together, the space immediately too small, their bodies pressed close as hot water hit their shoulders and ran down their skin in warm rivulets. Rhonda tilted her head back, letting water soak through her blonde hair, but her eyes kept darting to the open space above them.
"We're alone," Demetria said, though she wasn't entirely convinced herself.
"I know," Rhonda replied, but she moved closer anyway, as if proximity could provide protection from threats that existed only in their imaginations. When steam rose from the stream of water, she stepped beneath it with the unselfconscious grace that had first attracted Demetria two years ago.
"Come on," she said, reaching for Demetria's hand. "We'll freeze if we take turns."
They stepped under the spray together, the space immediately too small, their bodies pressed close as hot water hit their shoulders and ran down their skin in warm rivulets. Rhonda tilted her head back, letting water soak through her blonde hair, streams running down her throat to pool in the hollow of her collarbone before continuing over the curve of her breasts.
"Soap," Rhonda said, reaching for the bar on the wooden shelf.
She worked up a lather between her palms, white foam building as she rubbed the soap. Her hands began washing Demetria's back with slow, circular motions, fingers spreading soap across shoulder blades, working down the curve of spine as water mixed with lather and ran in pale streams down her skin.
Demetria leaned into the touch, feeling knots ease from muscles she hadn't realized were tight. When Rhonda's soapy hands moved around to her front, palms sliding over her ribcage, fingers tracing the soft curve beneath her breasts, she let out a small sound of pleasure.
"Turn around," Rhonda murmured.
Demetria faced her, water cascading between them now, running over their pressed-together bodies. Rhonda's hands worked soap across her chest, cupping her breasts, thumbs circling nipples that hardened under the combination of hot water and gentle pressure. Their eyes met through the steam, something electric passing between them despite the vulnerability of their surroundings.
"My turn," Demetria said, taking the soap.
She watched lather build between her palms, then began washing Rhonda's shoulders, admiring how water beaded on her skin before running down in silver streams. Her hands moved lower, cupping Rhonda's full breasts, feeling their weight, thumbs brushing across pink nipples until Rhonda's breathing quickened and small gasps escaped her lips.
Above them, a bird cried out—sharp, piercing, unnatural.
They looked up through the open roof to see a crow perched on the broken branch above, its black eyes fixed on them with predatory intelligence. It cawed once more, then launched itself into the air with wings that seemed too large, too dark against the morning sky.
They were lost in the rhythm of washing each other when something heavy crashed through the pine branches.
Branches snapped with sounds like breaking bones. Both women looked up simultaneously as pine needles and small twigs rained down on their naked bodies.
"What the hell was that?" Rhonda whispered.
A branch as thick as a man's arm hung broken, dangling twenty feet above their heads. Whatever had broken it was gone, but the forest had gone completely silent. No birds. No insects. Just the sound of water hitting wooden boards.
Then they heard it. Faint at first.
A dry sound. Like rain on leaves, but rhythmic.
The sound grew louder. More insistent. Neither of them could see where it was coming from.
The rattle grew louder. Faster.
"Don't move," Rhonda breathed.
The rattling echoed off the wooden walls of the enclosure, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere.
More movement in the trees above. Not one creature but several, shifting through the canopy with deliberate purpose. Watching.
The rattling reached a crescendo.
"Run," Demetria whispered.
They bolted from the enclosure, the morning air felt slightly chilingl on their naked dripping skin, not stopping to grab towels or clothes.
Water streamed from their hair and bodies as they ran across the courtyard, bare feet slapping against packed earth. Behind them, the rattling continued its deadly rhythm, echoing through the morning air.
They didn't stop until they reached their cabin, slamming the door behind them and leaning against it, breathing hard. Nude, wet, and shaking.
Chapter 8
 The Seduction Begins
The afternoon "purification ceremony" was Bradford's idea, delivered with pastoral authority that left no room for negotiation. The stress of family reunion required careful management, he explained, guiding them toward a circular clearing where seven wooden chairs surrounded a small fire pit.
"Medicinal Tea," he said simply. "Many cultures use it for healing."
Demetria recognized the setup immediately—isolated location, group pressure, mind-altering substances. But Yvonne was already settling into her chair with eager anticipation.
"The tea's bitter," Yvonne explained as Bradford prepared ceramic cups from a thermos. "But the insights are extraordinary."
"What kind of tea?" Rhonda asked, accepting her cup reluctantly.
"Psilocybin," Bradford said casually. "Natural. Safe."
Demetria stared at the dark liquid in her cup, steam rising from its surface like smoke from an altar. The rational part of her mind was screaming warnings—unknown dosage, uncontrolled environment, vulnerable companions. But refusing would mark her as uncooperative, potentially ending her access to information about the community's operations.
"To healing," Bradford said, raising his cup. "To truth."
Around the circle, the others drank without hesitation. Yvonne smiled with motherly encouragement. Victor watched with predatory patience. Barbie's pale eyes tracked between Demetria and Rhonda with calculating interest.
Demetria lifted the cup to her lips and drank.
The taste was indeed bitter, earthy and organic. She felt it hit her stomach, tightening like a warm weight, as an otherworldly sensation spread through her body with surprising speed.
"How long before—" she began, then stopped. The words felt strange in her mouth, too large and unwieldy for the space between her teeth.
"Twenty minutes," Bradford said, his voice seeming to come from much farther away than his chair. "Four to six hours total."
Four to six hours. Demetria felt panic bloom in her chest, quickly suppressed by whatever was already moving through her bloodstream. She tried to focus on Rhonda, to anchor herself in familiar territory, but her girlfriend's face was becoming fluid, features shifting like water.
"I don't like this," Rhonda said, but her voice sounded dreamlike, distant.
"Resistance creates suffering," Victor said. His bulk seemed to be expanding, filling more space than physics should have allowed. "Let the medicine show you."
The world began to breathe. Trees swayed without wind, their branches reaching toward her with deliberate intent. The fire in the center of the circle pulsed with heartbeat rhythm, each flame a living entity with its own consciousness.
And then the voices started.
Demetria.
But when she turned toward the sound, she saw only Barbie, who was slowly removing her flowing white dress with the casual grace of someone undressing for bed. Underneath, her body was magnificent—full breasts that seemed to defy gravity, skin that glowed with its own internal light, curves that demanded attention and worship.
"God," Rhonda whispered, her voice thick with something between arousal and confusion.
Barbie smiled and moved closer to Demetria's chair, her bare breasts swaying with each step. They were impossibly large, impossibly perfect, pale pink nipples already hardened in the cool air. When she leaned forward, they hung like ripe fruit just inches from Demetria's face, nipples nearly brushing her lips.
"Touch them," Barbie whispered. "Feel how real."
Demetria's hand moved without conscious direction, fingers encountering skin softer than silk, her thumb brushing across a nipple that hardened under her touch. The contact sent electric shocks through her nervous system, pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.
"Beautiful," Victor said from somewhere far away. "Truth about desire."
But the voices in Demetria's head were getting louder, more insistent.
Don't trust them. Her adoptive father's voice now, urgent with warning. They're recording everything. They're going to use this against you.
She tried to pull her hand away from Barbie's breast, but her motor control was fragmenting. The woman's skin felt like liquid mercury, impossible to grasp, impossible to release.
"Rhonda," she managed to say, though the word came out as more of a moan.
"I'm here." But Rhonda's voice was coming from the wrong direction, and when Demetria turned to look, she saw her girlfriend locked in what appeared to be a passionate embrace with someone who might have been Bradford or might have been a tree that had learned to walk.
She closed her eyes.
Barbie's breast, warm and heavy in her mouth. Sweet nipple between her teeth, resting on her tongue.
Geometric patterns exploding behind her eyelids.
Rhonda's hands on her back, pushing her closer. "Yes. Like that."
Camera flash.
The earth breathing beneath her. Ancient and patient.
Barbie's fingers in her hair, guiding her. "Harder."
Bradford's voice: "Beautiful. Very natural."
Fractal spirals. Infinite and mathematical.
Rhonda's mouth on her neck. Teeth. The sound of fabric tearing.
Camera flash. Camera flash.
Time folding into itself.
All three of them are moving together now. Skin against skin. Barbie's breasts, Rhonda's hands, her own body responding without permission.
"Perfect," Bradford said. "Hold that position."
She couldn't take it anymore. Laughter erupted from her chest—wild, uncontrolled, the sound of someone witnessing cosmic horror disguised as pleasure.
Having fun yet? A voice, warm and familiar.
She always did like the pretty ones, another voice replied, but distorted now, electronic.
Then the voices fragmented:
Having fun yet fun yet fun you know you know what this is what she came for what she really—
The pretty ones the pretty ones always the pretty ones you know you know right you know—
When she opened her eyes, Bradford was staring at her with predatory satisfaction. Her lips tasted like skin and something else she couldn't identify.
"Am I on camera?" she asked, her voice echoing strangely. "Camera camera camera... yeah?"
Chapter 9
Following the Money
Tongue on fang, Demetria woke at five AM with the clarity that came from sleeping in enemy territory. Through the cabin windows, Myrtle Farms looked peaceful in the predawn gray—wind chimes silent, buildings dark, no movement except for a single figure crossing the courtyard toward the main house.
Bradford, already awake, already working.
She dressed in the dark while Rhonda slept, pulling on clothes that suggested wealth without advertising vulnerability. Corporate armor for psychological warfare. Her phone showed three missed calls from Webb and a text message: Urgent. Call immediately.
The courtyard was empty when she stepped outside, but she could feel cameras tracking her movement, recording her early morning habits for whatever psychological profile they were building. Let them watch. She had work to do.
Webb answered on the first ring.
"Ms. Collins. Thank God. I've been trying to reach you since midnight."
"I'm listening."
"Barbie. Real name Barbara Bocchino. She's not just a filmmaker—she's a fucking vulture." Webb's voice carried disgust that made the phone feel hot against Demetria's ear. "She hunts old women. Gets them naked, film them, then bleeds them dry."
Demetria moved toward the greenhouse, positioning herself where conversation would be harder to overhear. "How?"
"Same sick game every time. Spiritual bullshit, drugged ceremonies, then she's got footage of grandmothers doing things their families would never understand. FBI tried to nail her in Nevada three years ago, but the women were too broken to testify."
"Nevada."
"Eight lonely grandmas. She drained them for over two million before they figured it out." Webb's breathing was rough, angry. "Three of them killed themselves rather than face their children seeing what she'd recorded."
The information hit like ice water. This wasn't amateur hour blackmail—it was systematic psychological destruction deployed by professionals who understood exactly how shame could be weaponized.
"Where is she now?"
"That's the problem. Her car's still on the property, but there's no digital footprint since yesterday morning. No phone activity, no credit card usage, no social media. She's either dead or she's gone completely off-grid."
Demetria studied the greenhouse, noting how its glass panels were positioned to provide perfect sight lines across the entire property. Surveillance disguised as agriculture.
"What about Bradford?"
"Bradford Elias Kellerman. Did time for fraud in Kentucky. Learned massage in prison." Webb's voice was flat, matter-of-fact. "Four communities in three years. Same pattern every time."
"Average timeline?"
"Eighteen to twenty-four months before local attention gets too intense. Then they disappear, start fresh somewhere else with new identities and seed money from previous operations."
Demetria felt the familiar satisfaction of puzzle pieces falling into place. Bradford's operation wasn't improvised desperation—it was systematic business, with established protocols and proven methodologies. That meant it could be predicted, analyzed, and destroyed using corporate techniques.
"Financial structure?"
"Shell companies, offshore accounts, property held through dummy corporations. Very sophisticated money laundering, probably military training in operational security." Webb paused. "Ms. Collins, you need to extract yourself and your girlfriend immediately. These people don't leave witnesses when operations conclude."
"What's their exit strategy?"
"Fire. Always fire. Burns evidence, destroys records, creates chaos that prevents investigation. Insurance fraud pays for the next operation's startup costs."
Through the greenhouse glass, Demetria could see movement in the main house—lights in windows, figures preparing for whatever performance today would require.
Then Bradford emerged, dressed in his characteristic white linen, but something was off. Twenty years of reading body language in boardrooms had taught her to spot when people were barely holding it together, and Bradford was fracturing at the edges.
His usual fluid grace had developed a tic—a small hitch in his left shoulder like a broken marionette. He paused in the courtyard, head tilted at an unnatural angle, listening to voices only he could hear. When he smiled, it stretched too wide, showing too much gum, teeth gleaming wet in the pale light.
His hands never stopped moving. Fingers picking at invisible lint, smoothing fabric that was already perfect, adjusting seams that didn't need adjustment. The kind of compulsive behavior she'd seen in executives who knew the SEC was closing in.
But it was his proportions that made her skin crawl. His neck seemed longer this morning, his limbs too articulated, as if someone had reassembled him incorrectly during the night. When he turned toward their cabin, his head swiveled independently of his shoulders—too complete, like an owl's rotation beyond human limits.
His pale eyes found their window with the precision of someone who knew exactly where to look. He raised his hand in greeting, but his fingers moved wrong—too many joints, bending in directions that violated basic anatomy.
Then, catching himself, Bradford's mask snapped back into place. The inhuman movements smoothed into practiced grace, the disturbing smile became pastoral warmth. But Demetria had seen enough hostile takeovers to recognize when someone was about to lose everything and take everyone down with them.
Bradford wasn't just running a con on the elderly anymore. He was unraveling.
Chapter 10
 Double Life Exposed
Breakfast had the stilted quality of a wake where the corpse kept twitching. Bradford presided over the table with his usual pastoral authority, but his skin had taken on a waxy quality that made him look embalmed. When he smiled, something dark was caught between his teeth.
"Demetria was up early," he observed, cutting his organic eggs with surgical precision. Yellow yolk bled across the white plate. "Such dedication to morning meditation."
"I like to watch the sunrise," she replied, sipping coffee that tasted metallic. "Very peaceful here."
"Peace requires sacrifice." Victor's voice carried across the table. A fly landed on his knuckles and he didn't brush it away.
Rhonda was picking at her fruit salad, studying the community's buildings through windows that reflected her face back in fragments—an eye here, a mouth there.
"Rhonda, you seem fascinated by our architecture," Bradford said. "Victor, why don't you show her our meditation space? The cats might help her understand our approach."
"Cats?"
"Siamese," Yvonne said, her enthusiasm bright. "Seven of them. Very sensitive to spiritual energy. Bradford rescued them."
Victor stood. "They help detect things. Felines sense what humans miss."
The meditation room had been carved from what might once have been a pantry. Seven Siamese cats moved through the space with fluid grace, their blue eyes reflecting the filtered morning light.
"Beautiful creatures," Victor said.
They were, at first glance. Then Rhonda noticed the details.
One cat was missing its left eye, the socket weeping yellow pus that had crusted around the edges. Another dragged its back leg, the bone jutting through matted fur at an obscene angle. A third had mange so severe that half its body was raw, bleeding flesh, flies buzzing around the open wounds.
The largest cat's jaw hung broken, saliva mixed with blood dripping from its mouth in thick strings. Its remaining teeth were filed to points that gleamed like needles. Another had both ears torn away, leaving ragged holes that exposed the pink interior of its skull.
The cats moved with purpose now, circling closer. Their eyes—those that still had them—fixed on her with predatory intelligence, pupils dilated despite the bright light. The one with the broken jaw made a sound like grinding bones.
"They're very social," Victor said, watching her face carefully.
The eyeless cat approached first, navigating by scent and sound with unnatural precision. When Rhonda instinctively reached out, it struck with claws that had been sharpened to surgical points.
Four deep gashes opened across her hand, blood flowing immediately. The cat's remaining eye rolled back in ecstasy as it tasted her blood on its claws.
"Friendly," she said, backing away.
The other cats were closing in now, their movements synchronized like a pack that had learned to hunt together. The mangy one left a trail of pus and blood as it stalked forward, its exposed muscles twitching beneath torn skin. The one with the broken jaw tried to vocalize, producing a wet gurgling that sounded disturbingly human.
Victor's smile widened. "They're just getting to know you."
Through the doorway, Demetria appeared. She took in the scene quickly—Rhonda backing against the wall, cats advancing with predatory focus, Victor watching with satisfaction.
The largest cat, the one with pointed teeth, launched itself at Rhonda's throat.
Demetria's hand shot out, catching it mid-air by the scruff. For a moment, woman and animal stared at each other—the cat's filed teeth snapping inches from her face, its claws raking desperately in the air.
Then she hurled it across the room with brutal efficiency.
The cat hit the wall with a sound like wet meat slapping stone. Its spine snapped audibly, and it slid down the wall leaving a smear of blood and fur, twitching once before going still.
The remaining cats scattered, suddenly remembering they were damaged animals in the presence of something far more dangerous.
"Rhonda," Demetria said quietly. "We're leaving."
"But the session—" Victor started.
A sound like breaking glass interrupted him. They turned to see Barbie standing in the doorway, but something was wrong with her proportions. Her blonde hair hung in lank strands, her perfect skin had taken on a gray pallor, and her magnificent breasts seemed to sag with sudden weight.
As they watched, cracks appeared across her face like a porcelain doll left in heat. The fissures spread quickly, spider-webbing across her features until pieces began to fall away, revealing something darker underneath.
Barbie opened her mouth to speak, and instead of words, she simply came apart.
Chapter 11
 The Recruit
Yvonne appeared in the courtyard like something materializing from smoke, her white dress pristine despite the chaos. She moved through the settling dust with movements that were slightly too fluid.
"The universe processes what needs processing," she said, settling beside Demetria on the stone bench. "Victor carries too much spiritual toxicity. The cats could taste it."
Through the meditation room windows, Victor slumped against the wall, blood seeping from deep gouges across his face and arms. His chest barely rose and fell.
"You're not surprised," Demetria observed.
"I'm grateful." Yvonne's hands folded in her lap, joints clicking. "The spirits have been trying to tell me for weeks that Victor was contaminated."
Bradford emerged from the main house, his white linen streaked with something dark. His face had taken on a waxy quality.
"Demetria's struggling with acceptance," Yvonne said without looking at him. "The rational mind resists what the spirit knows."
"Resistance creates spiritual indigestion," Bradford agreed, settling onto a nearby stone. "Corporate success requires shutting down intuitive channels. Unlearning those patterns takes guidance."
Demetria felt the familiar sensation of being analyzed, but now it was coming from her mother.
"Your father's been trying to reach you," Yvonne continued, her voice dropping to an intimate register. "James. Not during group sessions—those are too noisy. But in private moments, when your defenses are down."
"Bullshit."
"The watch, sweetheart. His Rolex. You wear it during important meetings because his presence helps you feel confident." Yvonne's smile revealed gums that had darkened. "That's not psychology—that's spiritual communication."
The detail hit like cold water. Then realization struck harder.
"You told him," Demetria said quietly. "About the watch. About James. You've been feeding Bradford information about me."
Yvonne's expression shifted to wounded confusion. "Sweetheart, I'm your mother. I was sharing family memories, helping Bradford understand—"
"You gave him ammunition." The pieces fell into place with sickening clarity. "Every detail he knew during the séance. Every 'supernatural' insight. You handed him everything he needed to hurt me."
Bradford was watching this exchange with focused attention, his pastoral mask slipping slightly.
"Margaret's here too," Yvonne continued, desperately trying to regain control. "Your adoptive mother. She wants you to know that the distance you kept during her final years wasn't rejection—"
"Stop." Demetria stood. "Just stop."
But Yvonne pressed on, fluid beginning to seep from her eyes. "The spirits told me you've spent forty-eight years building walls to protect yourself from abandonment, and those walls are preventing you from accepting the healing you need."
"The spirits didn't tell you anything. I told you. During our phone calls over the years. My fears about commitment, my guilt about James and Margaret. You've been cataloguing my psychology and handing it to him."
Bradford's confidence was cracking now, the realization that his primary intelligence source had just been exposed.
"With proper training," Yvonne said, voice getting stronger despite the fluid streaming down her face, "you could learn to communicate with James and Margaret yourself. Direct contact, ongoing relationship—"
"Using techniques you learned from a man who's been weaponizing your own daughter's trauma against her." Demetria felt something cold settle in her chest. "You're not his victim, Mom. You're his accomplice."
The words hung in the air like smoke. Yvonne's face crumpled as she began to understand what she'd been doing, how her innocent sharing had become psychological warfare.
"All it requires is opening yourself to possibilities your rational mind has rejected," Bradford said, trying to salvage his authority. "Trusting that transformation is possible—"
"What about Victor?" Demetria interrupted. "Was his processing part of the spiritual plan too?"
Yvonne's expression never wavered, even as more fluid leaked from various places. "Victor chose to resist transformation. The universe has ways of processing ingredients that threaten the main course."
"The universe. Or your trained cats."
"Does the method matter if the result serves a higher purpose?" Yvonne stood with movements that suggested her spine had become more flexible. "Our family. You, me, Bradford, the community we're building together."
Bradford rose as well. Through the window, Victor's breathing grew more labored, infection spreading through wounds that would never heal.
"The choice is yours, Demetria," Bradford said. "Continue resisting what your spirit recognizes, or begin learning what transformation requires."
"And if I choose to leave?"
Yvonne moved closer, close enough that Demetria could smell decay mixing with expensive perfume. "Then you choose to starve yourself for the rest of your life. You choose fear over the healing that's been waiting since the day I gave you away."
Her pale eyes burned with absolute appetite. "But you won't choose that. Because despite everything—the separation, the walls, the resistance—you're still the little girl who just wants her family to feed her properly."
The promise was terrible and beautiful and impossible to refuse.
Which was exactly what made it so dangerous.
Chapter 12
 Crossing Lines
The cabin felt smaller after Yvonne's recruitment pitch, walls pressing inward like the sides of a confession booth. Demetria sat on the edge of the bed, still processing her mother's offer—the promise of healing, the threat of eternal isolation, the terrible weight of choosing between family and sanity.
"She knows about the watch," she said quietly.
Rhonda was standing by the window, watching the courtyard where Bradford had disappeared into the main house after Yvonne's performance. The firelight from the destroyed meditation room cast shifting shadows across her face.
"She knows about a lot of things," Rhonda said. "The question is how."
"Research. Has to be research." But even as Demetria spoke, she could feel doubt creeping in. The detail about wearing James's Rolex during important meetings was too specific, too private. She'd never written it down, never told anyone, barely acknowledged it to herself.
"What if it isn't?" Rhonda turned from the window, her expression serious. "What if your mother really can do what she claims?"
The possibility hung between them like smoke. Demetria had built her entire worldview on rational analysis, on the belief that everything could be explained through careful observation and logical deduction. The idea that her mother might possess genuine supernatural abilities was both terrifying and strangely appealing.
"She's being manipulated," Demetria said. "Bradford's using her for financial fraud and sexual exploitation."
"And she's trying to recruit you into the same system."
Rhonda moved closer, settling onto the bed beside her. The mattress dipped under her weight, creating a small gravity well that pulled them together. When she spoke again, her voice was softer, more intimate.
"What did you feel when she offered to help you talk to your parents?"
The question hit deeper than Demetria had expected. She thought about the years of guilt she'd carried about missed visits, postponed phone calls, the emotional distance she'd maintained even when James and Margaret were dying. The weight of unfinished conversations, unexpressed love, the particular grief that came from losing people before you'd learned how to be vulnerable with them.
"Hope," she admitted. "Which terrifies me."
Rhonda's hand found hers, fingers interlacing with the easy intimacy of two years together. "Hope isn't weakness."
"It is when it makes you susceptible to manipulation."
"Or when it's the only thing that can heal you."
Demetria studied Rhonda's face in the dim light filtering through the cabin's windows. Twenty-six years old, beautiful in ways that still took her breath away, young enough to believe in possibilities that Demetria had spent decades learning to reject. Her girlfriend's optimism was both maddening and essential, a counterweight to her own cynical pragmatism.
"What if she's right?" Demetria asked. "What if I really am just a frightened little girl who's built walls to protect herself from abandonment?"
"Then you're human." Rhonda's thumb traced across her knuckles, a small gesture that carried enormous weight. "And maybe it's time to let someone else help carry what you've been holding alone."
The words were gentle, but they hit like surgical strikes. Demetria felt something crack inside her chest, decades of carefully maintained control beginning to dissolve under the patient pressure of genuine care.
"I don't know how," she whispered.
"Start with this." Rhonda leaned closer, close enough that Demetria could smell her perfume mixed with smoke from the meditation room fire. "Start with letting me see what you're really feeling instead of what you think I need to see."
When their lips met, it felt different from their usual encounters. Less performance, less power dynamic, more genuine need for connection and comfort. Rhonda's mouth was soft, insistent, carrying promises that extended beyond physical pleasure into something more dangerous and necessary.
Demetria let herself sink into the kiss, let her carefully maintained composure dissolve into something rawer and more authentic. Rhonda's hands moved to her face, thumbs brushing away tears she hadn't realized were falling.
"I'm scared," Demetria said against her mouth.
"I know." Rhonda's voice was barely a whisper. "But you don't have to be scared alone."
They moved together with the slow deliberation of people who understood that intimacy required more than physical mechanics. Rhonda's hands worked at the buttons of Demetria's shirt while Demetria traced the curve of her girlfriend's waist, both of them taking time to truly see each other rather than simply consume.
The evening light filtering through the windows turned their skin golden, creating shadows that moved across their bodies like living things. When Rhonda pulled her dress over her head, Demetria felt her breath catch at the sight of her—twenty-six and magnificent, offering herself not as performance but as genuine gift.
"You're beautiful," Demetria said, and meant it in ways that went beyond physical appreciation.
"So are you." Rhonda's hands moved to Demetria's shoulders, sliding fabric away to reveal skin that had been hidden under corporate armor for too long. "So fucking beautiful when you let yourself be real."
They moved onto the bed with careful grace, positioning themselves so that pleasure could be mutual, equal, neither of them controlling or being controlled. Demetria found herself above Rhonda, looking down at her girlfriend's face in the golden light, seeing vulnerability that matched her own.
"I love you deeply," she said, and was surprised to discover it was true.
"I love you the same." Rhonda's hands moved to her hips, guiding her into position.
They moved onto the bed with careful grace, bodies fitting together like puzzle pieces finally finding their proper arrangement. Demetria positioned herself above Rhonda, but reversed, creating a circle of mutual pleasure where neither controlled and both surrendered.
The taste of Rhonda's pussy was familiar, warm and clean, refreshing. Demetria lost herself in the slow exploration, tongue moving as she'd studied gradually over the years, knowing very well how to make her girlfriend melt.
Above her, she felt Rhonda's mouth finding her own wet flesh, warm and insistent, creating a feedback loop of pleasure that made rational thought impossible. They moved together in natural rhythm, two bodies gripping tightly as one.
The pace was deliberate, familiar, but unhurried. Building slowly, steadily. Demetria's hands found the curves of Rhonda's young tight ass, fingers spreading across warm skin, holding her closer. Each touch, each flick of tongue pressing against Rhonda's clit as the tension built higher.
Golden light from the window painted their skin warm, shadows moving across their bodies as evening settled over Myrtle Farms. Rhonda's thighs trembled against Demetria's face, her own hands gripping Demetria's hips, pulling her down, wanting more contact.
In return, Rhonda's mouth worked with increasing urgency, tongue finding the precise rhythm against Demetria's clit that made her spine arch involuntarily. Reciprocal pleasure fed on itself, each woman's arousal heightening the other's response.
Minutes passed in this slow escalation. Their breathing fell into rhythm, becoming deeper, more desperate. Sweat began to slick their skin despite the evening coolness, making them gleam in the fading light. Demetria's fingers dug into the soft flesh of Rhonda's thighs, feeling the muscles tense beneath her touch.
Rhonda's hips began moving involuntarily, pressing her soggy cunt firmly against Demetria's mouth. Her own rhythm became more insistent, tongue working with focused intensity, her palms now covering as much as they could of Demetria's fat ass, fingernails leaving small crescents in the skin.
And Demetria matched her pace, as their moans layered upon each other in perfect parallel. They found the rhythm that would take them both over the edge, neither willing to come first, neither willing to stop. Each waiting for the other.
Rhonda's small moans of pleasure vibrated against Demetria's thighs. Her girlfriend's body was trembling wildly now, without restraint.
That's when she saw her.
Upside down from her position, through the amber-lit window, Demetria's peripheral vision caught movement in the growing darkness. A figure standing perfectly still, watching with the patient attention of someone who'd been there for quite some time.
Barbie.
But not the carefully groomed woman from their arrival. This version was different—white dress stained with dark earth, blonde hair stringy with sweat and dirt, something long and wooden held in her hands like a walking stick or...
A shovel.
Mud caked under her fingernails, streaked across her face and arms, as if she'd been digging. Her pale eyes were fixed on the window with predatory focus, cataloging every movement, every sound, every moment of vulnerable pleasure through the golden glass.
Demetria's body continued its rhythm even as her mind processed the horror of discovery. She was trapped between competing impulses—stop and alert Rhonda to their voyeur, or continue and pretend ignorance while processing the implications of what Barbie's muddy appearance meant.
Rhonda was so close now, her entire body shaking in approach. Her mouth worked frantically against Demetria's love chamber, desperate to bring them both to the edge simultaneously. To stop now would destroy everything, create questions, reveal their vulnerability to someone who clearly meant them harm.
So Demetria made a choice that would haunt her for eternity.
She maintained defiant eye contact with Barbie as Rhoda came in buckets, drenching her face.
The observer's pale eyes never blinked, never looked away, even as both women reached the peak together. Rhonda's cries were muffled between Demetria's feminine thighs, her body convulsing with the intensity of someone who'd been building toward this moment for what felt like hours. Demetria's own orgasm crashed through her simultaneously, made more intense by the horrifying knowledge that their most private pleasure was being witnessed by someone holding a shovel covered in fresh earth.
The golden light made everything look like a painting—their intertwined bodies, the expressions of ecstasy, the pale figure watching from the darkness beyond the glass. Beautiful and terrible at the same time.
Barbie stood perfectly still in the growing darkness, watching the conclusion of their intimate encounter with the focused attention of someone taking careful notes. When both women finally collapsed into satisfied exhaustion, when their breathing began to return to normal, when the last aftershocks faded into warm lethargy, Barbie smiled.
It was not a pleasant expression.
Then, as silently as Barbie appeared, she melted back into the darkness beyond the window, leaving only the impression of pale eyes and the lingering question of what exactly she'd been digging.
Demetria rolled onto her side beside Rhonda, her body still humming with the aftershocks of shared pleasure, her mind racing with implications she wasn't ready to process. Through the window, the courtyard was empty again, no sign that anyone had been watching their most private moments.
But the shovel marks in the mud outside their window told a different story.
Chapter 13
 The Watchers Watched
After Barbie disappeared into the darkness, leaving only shovel marks in the mud outside their window, Demetria and Rhonda lay in the cooling sheets trying to process what they'd witnessed.
"She was digging," Rhonda said quietly, her fingers tracing patterns on Demetria's bare shoulder. "Graves. Has to be graves."
"For us?" Demetria felt the weight of that knowledge settle in her chest like lead. Someone had been preparing their burial sites while they processed family trauma and found comfort in each other's bodies.
They dressed in silence, pulling on dark clothes that would blend with the South Carolina night. Through their window, Myrtle Farms looked peaceful—buildings dark against the star-filled sky, wind chimes silent in the still air. But somewhere in that deceptive tranquility, a woman covered in grave dirt was planning their deaths.
"Where do you think she went?" Rhonda whispered.
Demetria studied the layout of buildings, noting which windows showed light, which remained dark. Most of the community seemed to be sleeping, but a soft glow emanated from one of the smaller structures near the back of the property—not electric light, but something warmer, more intimate.
"There," she said, pointing toward the distant cabin.
They slipped out of their guest quarters and across the courtyard, feet silent on the packed earth. The night air was thick with humidity and the scent of pine, but underneath it was something else—something that reminded Demetria of turned soil and recent excavation.
The building Barbie had disappeared into was older than the others, probably original to the property before Bradford's renovations. Paint peeled from its weathered siding, and the windows were smaller, more private. As they approached, they could hear something through the thin walls.
Music, soft and rhythmic. But underneath it, another sound—breathing that was too deliberate, too controlled to be sleep.
Demetria motioned for Rhonda to follow her around to the side of the building, where a partially open window offered a view into the interior. They crouched beneath the sill, listening to the sounds that grew more distinct as they got closer.
Soft moaning. The wet sound of skin against skin. The particular rhythm of someone pleasuring themselves with focused intensity.
"Jesus," Rhonda breathed, so quietly the words were barely audible.
Demetria rose slowly, just enough to peer through the window into the room beyond. What she saw made her pulse quicken with a mixture of arousal and revulsion.
Barbie lay naked on a narrow bed, her magnificent body gleaming with sweat in the candlelight. But she was different now—no longer the carefully groomed woman from their arrival, no longer the muddy voyeur from outside their window. This version was raw, primal, completely absorbed in her own pleasure.
Her blonde hair was spread across the pillow like spilled gold, and her pale eyes were half-closed with concentration. One hand worked between her legs with practiced efficiency while the other held what looked like a small vibrator against her clit, the device humming softly in harmony with her increasingly desperate breathing.
The mud had been washed away, but traces remained under her fingernails, dark crescents that caught the candlelight like evidence of recent burial preparation. Her white dress lay crumpled on the floor beside boots that were still caked with fresh earth.
"She got turned on," Rhonda whispered, her voice carrying equal parts disgust and fascination. "Watching us. It turned her on."
Demetria nodded, unable to look away from the scene unfolding beyond the glass. There was something mesmerizing about Barbie's abandon, the way she'd surrendered completely to the arousal that watching their intimate encounter had created. Her body moved with fluid grace, hips lifting off the bed as she worked the vibrator in precise circles, chasing an orgasm that was building with visible intensity.
The voyeur had become the observed, but she was unaware of her audience. Her attention was focused entirely inward, on the memory of what she'd witnessed, on the pleasure she was extracting from that violation of their privacy.
It was horrible and fascinating and undeniably erotic.
Barbie's breathing became more ragged, punctuated by small sounds of pleasure that drifted through the window like confessions. Her free hand moved to her breast, fingers squeezing her nipple with the same focused intensity she brought to everything else.
"We should go," Rhonda said, but she made no move to leave. They were trapped by the same voyeuristic compulsion that had held Barbie outside their window, drawn to watch someone else's most private moment despite knowing it was wrong.
The rhythm of the vibrator changed, becoming more insistent. Barbie's body arched off the bed, every muscle taut with approaching release. Her mouth fell open, breath coming in sharp gasps that fogged the cool night air.
She was close now, teetering on the edge of climax, her entire being focused on the sensation building between her legs. The hand between her thighs moved faster, more desperately, while the vibrator created patterns on her blonde hardly trimmed pussy that only she could interpret.
That's when her eyes opened.
Even from their position outside the window, Demetria could see the moment awareness returned to Barbie's pale gaze. Not awareness of her surroundings—she remained lost in the approaching orgasm—but awareness of being watched.
Her eyes found theirs through the glass with the same predatory precision she'd shown outside their cabin. No surprise, no shame, just acknowledgment that the game had shifted once again.
Barbie smiled, even as her body trembled on the verge of release. It was the same unpleasant expression she'd worn while watching their lovemaking, but now it carried additional meaning—satisfaction at being discovered, pleasure at the reversal of roles.
She maintained eye contact with Demetria while bringing herself to climax.
The finale hit her with violent intensity, body shuddering. Her screams started as pure pleasure but quickly became something else—desperate, almost unhinged, like someone losing control of more than just physical sensation. She shook against the bed, howling, her movements becoming erratic, wild, as if the climax had unleashed something unstable inside her.
When it was over, when her breathing returned to normal and her body relaxed into satisfied exhaustion, Barbie continued to stare at them through the glass. The vibrator lay silent beside her, but her fingers remained between her legs, tapping her vulva rhythmically, moving with languid satisfaction.
Demetria and Rhonda crouched outside the window, unsure whether to retreat or stay. Their own breathing had quickened watching her, pulse racing with something between arousal and repulsion.
Barbie remained motionless on the bed, seemingly unaware of their presence, lost in whatever thoughts had driven her to this moment. Her body gleamed with sweat in the candlelight, completely relaxed.
The door to the cabin opened and Yvonne walked in, looking tired and confused. Her white dress was wrinkled, her silver hair mussed, like she'd been wandering around the property.
"Barbie, I've been looking everywhere for you. Bradford said you might..." She stopped short at the sight of the naked woman on the bed. "Oh. I'm sorry, I didn't realize you were..."
Barbie's eyes opened slowly, but instead of embarrassment, her expression showed only mild irritation at the interruption. She sat up without covering herself, watching Yvonne with calm attention.
"It's fine. What did Bradford want?"
Yvonne seemed uncertain whether to look away or continue the conversation. "He said you had something to show me. Something about the spiritual work we've been doing."
"Did he?" Barbie reached for her white dress, pulling it over her head with deliberate slowness. "And what exactly did he tell you about our work?"
"That there were new developments. New ways to connect with Harold." Yvonne's voice carried hope mixed with exhaustion. "He said you'd been preparing something special."
Barbie smiled, the same unpleasant expression she'd worn while watching their lovemaking. "I have been preparing. Very carefully."
Yvonne moved closer to the bed, her pale eyes searching Barbie's face for some sign of the spiritual guidance she'd been promised. "Can you help me reach him tonight? I've been feeling so disconnected since Demetria arrived. Like the spirits are confused."
"The spirits aren't confused," Barbie said, standing and smoothing her dress. "They're just waiting for the right moment."
Outside the window, Demetria's stomach clenched. Something about the way Barbie said "right moment"—too sweet, too patient.
"Waiting for what?" Yvonne asked.
Barbie moved to the window, close enough to the glass that Demetria and Rhonda had to duck lower to avoid being seen. "For everyone to be ready. For the final ceremony."
"What kind of ceremony?"
"The kind that brings permanent peace," Barbie said softly. "No more guilt, no more separation, no more pain. Just silence."
And in that silence, the sound of shovels hitting earth continued somewhere in the distance. Steady. Methodical. Patient.
Chapter 14
The Second Witness
"But... Harold never cared about money when he was alive. Why would he care about it now?"
Demetria's voice carried across the pine forest as they walked deeper into the woods behind Myrtle Farms. Morning mist clung to the trees like cigarette smoke, creating pockets of gray that made the landscape feel unreal, cinematic.
Yvonne moved ahead of them on the narrow path, her white dress seeming to glow against the dark trees. "You didn't know Harold the way I did. He always worried I'd be alone, that I wouldn't have enough to take care of myself."
"So his spirit told you to give away his life insurance money?" Rhonda asked, the rescued cat still in her arms. The animal's pale eyes tracked movement in the forest with nervous attention.
"He told me to stop being afraid. To trust that the universe would provide what I needed when I needed it." Yvonne paused beside a massive pine, her fingers tracing patterns in the bark. "The money was just fear made manifest. Hoarding resources I didn't need because I was terrified of dying alone."
They continued walking, feet silent on the forest floor. The path wound between trees that grew too close together, branches interlocking overhead to create a canopy that filtered sunlight into strange patterns.
"You're not alone now," Demetria said. "You have me. You don't need Bradford's community to avoid dying isolated."
"Do I have you?" Yvonne's voice was gentle but pointed. "When was the last time we spoke before this weekend? When was the last time you visited, called, or wrote a letter?"
The question hit like a physical blow. Demetria felt the weight of forty-eight years of emotional distance, of choosing career advancement over family connection, of using money as a substitute for genuine relationship.
"That's different."
"Is it? You sent checks instead of visits, money instead of time, financial support instead of emotional presence." Yvonne turned to face them, her pale eyes reflecting the filtered morning light. "Bradford taught me that love without presence is just guilt with a return address."
The logic was devastating in its accuracy. Demetria had spent fifteen years sending money to her birth mother while maintaining emotional distance, exactly the same pattern she'd established with everyone else in her life.
"But this place is dangerous," Rhonda said. "People have been hurt here."
"People get hurt everywhere, sweetheart. The question is whether they heal or whether they carry their wounds forever." Yvonne's voice carried maternal warmth. "I carried mine for seven decades. Now I don't. That's worth protecting."
The path ahead forked into two directions—one leading deeper into the forest, the other curving back toward the community buildings. Yvonne chose the deeper route without hesitation, as if she knew exactly where she was going.
"What about the other women?" Demetria asked. "The ones who've lost everything to Bradford's operation?"
"What about them? Every person who comes here makes their own choice about what they're willing to invest in their healing." Yvonne's jewelry clinked softly as she gestured. "I can't be responsible for other people's decisions any more than you can be responsible for mine."
"You don't see the manipulation?"
"I see someone who understands grief better than anyone I've ever met. Someone who's helped me find purpose in pain that was destroying me from the inside." Yvonne's voice grew stronger, more confident. "If that's manipulation, then thank God someone finally manipulated me in the right direction."
The trees were growing closer together now, creating a sense of claustrophobia that made conversation feel more intimate, more urgent. Somewhere ahead, the sound of metal hitting earth carried through the morning air—rhythmic, methodical, like someone working with focused purpose.
"Mom, I'm worried about you."
"And I'm worried about you." Yvonne stopped walking, turning to face her daughter with expressions of genuine concern. "You've built a life where success substitutes for connection, where control replaces vulnerability, where money becomes the only language you speak fluently. That's not living, sweetheart. That's just expensive dying."
The sound of digging was getting closer now, more distinct. Not the random noise of forest activity, but the deliberate rhythm of someone excavating with careful precision.
"What's that sound?" Rhonda asked, her grip tightening on the cat.
"Barbie's working on something for tonight's ceremony. Bradford believes in thorough preparation." Yvonne's voice carried excitement, anticipation. "He says it's going to be transformative. A breakthrough that will change how we communicate with the spirit world."
The mist was getting thicker as they walked deeper into the forest, making it harder to see more than a few feet ahead. The digging sounds were very close now, just beyond the next cluster of trees.
"Maybe we should go back," Demetria said.
"Don't you want to see what healing looks like when people stop being afraid of change?" Yvonne pushed through a cluster of low-hanging branches. "This is what hope looks like, sweetheart. This is what it means to trust that love continues beyond death."
They emerged into a clearing where the morning mist was almost opaque, swirling around shapes that became visible only gradually, like images developing in a darkroom.
Three rectangular depressions in the earth. Perfectly measured. Recently excavated. Each one exactly the right size for a human body.
The digging sounds had stopped, but somewhere in the mist, they could hear breathing that wasn't their own. Patient. Watching. Ready.
Chapter 15
The Family Secret
The earth gave way beneath Demetria's feet like a trap door opening into hell.
One moment she was staring at the three rectangular depressions in horrified understanding, the next she was falling backward into the nearest grave, her heel catching on the crumbling edge. Dirt scattered around her as she hit the bottom hard, the impact driving air from her lungs.
"Rhonda!" she gasped, but the sound was muffled by the walls of earth surrounding her. "Mom!"
Silence.
The grave was deeper than it had looked from above—almost six feet, precisely measured, the walls carved with the kind of attention to detail that suggested professional excavation. Demetria pressed her palms against the packed soil, feeling how solid it was, how carefully prepared.
"Help me!" she called, louder this time.
Nothing.
Above her, morning mist swirled across the opening like water closing over a drowning person's head. She could see fragments of gray sky through the vapor, but no faces, no movement, no sign that anyone was listening.
She pressed her back against one wall and tried to push herself up, feet scrambling for purchase on the opposite side. But the walls were too far apart, the earth too smooth. Her fingers found small handholds, but they crumbled under her weight, sending fresh dirt cascading down around her.
"This isn't funny!" Her voice cracked with the beginning of real panic. "Get me out of here!"
The mist above her head moved in patterns that suggested wind, or breathing, or something larger shifting position just beyond the edge of the grave. But when she called out, nothing answered.
She tried jumping, fingers grasping for the rim of the opening, but it was too high. Each attempt sent more soil tumbling down, making the grave deeper, making escape more difficult.
That's when she heard footsteps.
Slow, deliberate, circling the perimeter of the clearing above her head. Not the quick pace of someone coming to help, but the measured rhythm of someone taking their time, enjoying the show.
"Who's up there?" she called. "Rhonda? Mom? I need help!"
The footsteps paused directly above her grave. Through the mist, she could see a shadow—indistinct, but definitely human-shaped. Watching.
"Please," she said, hating the desperation in her own voice. "Just help me out of here."
The shadow moved away, footsteps continuing their circuit around the clearing. One set of feet, but moving in patterns that suggested a systematic search. Checking the other graves, perhaps. Making sure everything was properly prepared.
Demetria's breathing became shallow, quick. The walls of the grave seemed to be pressing inward, the opening above getting smaller. She was trapped in her own burial site while someone walked casually around the rim, taking inventory.
She tried again to climb out, this time using her fingernails to dig small holes in the earth, pulling herself up inch by painful inch. Her business clothes weren't designed for grave escape—the fabric tore, her shoes slipped, dirt filled her mouth and eyes.
But fear gave her strength she didn't know she possessed. Hand over hand, foot by foot, she clawed her way toward the opening. The rim of the grave became visible, then reachable. With a final desperate lunge, she hauled herself over the edge and collapsed on solid ground, gasping.
The clearing was empty.
No Rhonda. No Yvonne. No mysterious figure circling the graves. Just mist and pine trees and the sound of her own ragged breathing.
"Rhonda!" she screamed into the forest. "Mom!"
The trees absorbed her voice like cotton, giving nothing back. She scrambled to her feet, ignoring the dirt and tears in her clothes, and ran toward where they'd entered the clearing.
But the path was gone.
What had been a clear trail through the forest was now just an impenetrable wall of pine branches, as if the route they'd taken had closed behind them like a wound healing.
She pushed through the branches anyway, thorns catching her hair and clothing, pine needles scratching her face. Behind her, the three graves waited in their perfect alignment, patient as death itself.
The forest felt different now. Hostile. The trees seemed to lean inward, blocking light, creating shadows that moved independently of the wind. Every direction looked the same—endless pine trunks disappearing into gray mist, no landmarks, no sense of which way led back to the community.
She tried to retrace their steps, looking for the massive pine where Yvonne had traced patterns in the bark, for the fork in the path, for any sign of their previous route. But everything had become uniform, anonymous, like a maze designed to confuse and trap.
"Think," she whispered to herself. "Think."
The sun was barely visible through the canopy and mist, but what little light filtered through seemed to come from her left. If they'd walked into the forest in the morning, then the community buildings should be behind her, toward the southwest.
She started walking, pushing through undergrowth that seemed deliberately designed to impede progress. Branches caught her clothes, roots tripped her, and the ground became increasingly uneven. But she kept moving, driven by the image of Rhonda and Yvonne disappearing while she was trapped in her own grave.
Had they fallen into the other graves? Had someone taken them while she was struggling to climb out? Or had they simply walked away, leaving her trapped intentionally?
The thought that her mother might have led her to the graves deliberately, that the whole conversation had been designed to get her into position, made her stomach clench with nausea. But Yvonne's surprise at seeing the graves had seemed genuine, hadn't it? Her excitement about Bradford's ceremony had felt authentic, not performed.
Unless her mother was a much better actress than Demetria had given her credit for.
A branch snapped somewhere behind her, the sound sharp and deliberate in the forest quiet. She spun around, but saw only mist and shadows moving between the trees.
"Hello?" she called.
Nothing.
But the feeling of being watched was overwhelming now, making her skin crawl with the certainty that something was tracking her progress through the forest. Something that knew these woods better than she did, that could move silently while she crashed through undergrowth like a wounded animal.
She started walking faster, not quite running but close to it. The pine needles beneath her feet were slippery, treacherous, and twice she nearly fell as her business shoes lost traction on the uneven ground.
Another sound behind her—footsteps this time, matching her pace but staying just out of sight. When she moved faster, they moved faster. When she paused to listen, they stopped.
She was being herded.
The realization hit her like cold water. Whatever was following her wasn't trying to catch her—it was guiding her in a specific direction, keeping her moving toward some predetermined destination.
But knowing it was a trap didn't give her any better options. She was lost in a forest she didn't know, with no landmarks and no sense of direction. Following the path of least resistance might be exactly what her stalker wanted, but it was also her only chance of finding her way back to civilization.
She kept walking, trying to stay alert for any opportunity to change direction without her pursuer noticing. But the forest seemed to offer only one viable route, as if the undergrowth and fallen trees had been arranged to create a natural funnel leading toward whatever was waiting for her.
Behind her, the footsteps continued their patient pace, never getting closer but never falling behind. Driving her forward like a sheep toward slaughter, confident that the destination would be worth the journey.
And somewhere ahead, barely visible through the mist and trees, she could see a light. Warm. Inviting. Exactly the kind of beacon a lost person would be grateful to discover.
Exactly the kind of trap a smart predator would use to capture prey that thought it was finally safe.
Chapter 16
Flight
The light ahead—red-orange pulse like a dying heartbeat. Too bright. Wrong colors for morning forest, painting pine needles the color of dried blood.
She blinked.
Running. When did she start running? Body moving without permission, feet finding paths that weren't there seconds before. The forest streaked past in impossible saturation—electric blue shadows, acid green branches, purple mist.
Ground beneath her shoes too smooth. Red as polished carnelian. Her reflection ran alongside surfaces that shouldn't exist between trees.
Run faster.
The voice could have been hers. Could have been anyone's. Words written in cloud formations that spiraled against a sky the color of fresh blood.
Trees grew closer, twisted into geometric spirals that made her inner ear scream. The canopy became kaleidoscope fragments—sky rearranging itself into words she understood without reading.
Run until you forget what you're running from.
Her feet exploded colored light with each step. Crystalline ground singing harmonies that made her teeth ache. Behind her, footsteps matched her rhythm exactly but when she glanced back—only mirrors. Hundreds of herself, each showing different terror.
The path split three ways. She chose the middle without thinking.
Blue lights ahead like scattered stars. She ran through them, each one bursting into sapphire glass that felt warm against her skin before reforming in her wake.
Path curved impossible left. Banking at angles that broke physics. Her feet lost purchase—
Tumbling hard. World spinning kaleidoscope. Blue sky, silver bark, her own face reflected in angles that shouldn't exist. Crystalline undergrowth cutting her palms, fragments embedding like luminescent splinters. Blood mixing with colors that had no names.
Pushed herself up.
Somehow running again along what might be a wall or sky. Pine trees growing sideways from vertical surfaces, roots grasping like desperate fingers. Time folded. Her business clothes transformed into something flowing, fabric changing color with each stride. Shoes dissolved into path, or feet became path, or the distinction stopped mattering.
Always behind her—footsteps that might be pursuit, might be echo. Synchronized so perfectly she couldn't tell where her movement ended and theirs began.
Landscape shifting. Forest desert tundra something unnamed. One constant: the certainty of being herded toward a predetermined destination. Prey toward trap.
Then ahead—bleeding through impossibility—familiar shapes.
Myrtle Farms courtyard but wrong. Colors too saturated, proportions too perfect. Like  a photograph enhanced beyond reality. Buildings pulsing with internal light, walls breathing in rhythm with her respiratory rate. Windows showing not darkness but deep purple space, moving stars tracing patterns against infinite night.
Wind chimes crystalline now, playing frequencies that blurred vision and made bones ache.
She stopped.
Colors drained away like water through sand. Real courtyard. Real community. Breathing hard, copper taste on tongue.
But fragments of colored glass still clung to her skin like evidence of dreams that had chosen to become briefly, impossibly real.
Main house door open. Darkness that might be ordinary shadow, might be purple space from the windows of impossibility.
She approached. Each step brought her closer to whatever waited inside, wondering if the kaleidoscope would return or if the world had decided to pretend normal again.
Door closed behind her. The sound of breaking glass, though when she turned—just wood meeting wood. Ordinary. Final as coffin lid.
But in the door's window reflection, just for a moment—not her face. Someone else's. Pale eyes, blonde hair, watching from somewhere between glass and what lay beyond.
Then just herself again. Torn, muddy, carrying trace evidence of colors with no names in any language designed for human understanding.
Chapter 17
 The Trap Springs Back
The smell hit her first. Smoke thick with something that wasn't just burning wood.
Demetria stumbled from the forest edge, legs still unsteady from whatever had happened in those impossible colors. The main house glowed orange against the darkening sky, flames licking through windows like hungry tongues.
But not abandoned. Voices inside.
Bradford's voice, high and desperate: "—spirits of light, we open ourselves to your presence in this sacred fire—"
She moved closer, heat washing over her face. Through the smoke-streaked windows, she could see them.
Bradford stood in the center of the burning room, gun in one hand, the other raised toward ceiling beams that dripped flame. His white linen was charred black, his face streaked with soot and something darker.
Rhonda knelt on the floor beside Yvonne, both women's hands bound behind them with torn fabric. The circle of candles had become a circle of actual fire, walls blazing around them like some medieval vision of hell.
"I'm sensing a powerful presence," Bradford continued, his voice cracking with smoke and madness. "Someone who died violently. Someone who—"
The gun waved erratically as he spoke, sometimes pointing at his hostages, sometimes at the flames consuming the room around them. His pastoral mask had completely dissolved, revealing something that had never been quite human.
Demetria pressed closer to the window. The heat was becoming unbearable, but she had to see.
"Harold!" Bradford screamed suddenly, spinning toward Yvonne. "Harold wants to know why you're resisting! Why won't you complete the ceremony!"
Yvonne's silver hair was singed, her white dress gray with ash. But her pale eyes were focused, calculating. Even bound and surrounded by fire, she was studying Bradford with the attention of someone learning important information.
"The spirits are angry," Bradford continued, the gun now pointed directly at Rhonda's head. "They're demanding sacrifice. They're demanding—"
A burning beam crashed down behind him, sending sparks cascading across the room. Bradford spun toward the sound, gun tracking movement that wasn't there.
"They want blood," he whispered. "They want proof of commitment."
Rhonda's eyes found the window. Found Demetria. The terror there was absolute, but underneath it was something else—a message, urgent and desperate.
Get help. Get away. Don't come in here.
But there wasn't time for help. The ceiling was beginning to sag, flames eating through support beams with systematic hunger. Bradford's madness was escalating with the fire, his grip on reality dissolving as his operation burned around him.
"We'll complete the ceremony in fire," he announced, raising the gun toward the blazing ceiling. "The spirits demand purification through flame."
The heat was making the windows buckle. Soon the glass would shatter, the room would become an inferno, and everyone inside would—
Bradford turned the gun on Yvonne.
"Mother knows the truth," he said, his voice taking on the singsong quality of someone completely detached from reality. "Mother understands what the spirits require."
Yvonne looked up at him with expressions that might have been pity or might have been something much more dangerous.
"Yes," she said quietly. "I understand exactly what they require."
Bradford smiled, satisfied. The gun steadied in his grip.
"Then you know what comes next."
The flames around them pulsed brighter, casting everything in shades of orange and red that belonged in stained glass windows rather than reality. Through the smoke and heat, Demetria could see Bradford's finger tighten on the trigger.
Chapter 18
The Final Game
"She found them," Yvonne continued, her voice carrying over the roar of flames. "Hidden places. Secret places. Your mother knew what you were becoming."
Demetria squeezed through the shattered basement window, following her mother's voice through smoke that tasted of burning wood and something else. Something organic.
"Please," Bradford sobbed from somewhere above. "Please stop."
She climbed stairs that burned through her shoes, each step bringing her closer to the sound of systematic psychological destruction.
"There was a building," Yvonne's voice, relentless now. "Behind the house. A shed. Somewhere you could practice what he taught you with the belt."
At the top of the stairs, door ajar, Demetria could see them through the smoke. Bradford on his knees, gun forgotten on the burning floor. Yvonne still bound beside Rhonda, but her pale eyes are bright with something that might have been divine inspiration or might have been madness.
"She was afraid to look inside," Yvonne continued, watching Bradford's face crumble with each word. "But she knew. Mothers always know what their children feed on."
Bradford made a sound like a wounded animal. Around them, the ceiling beams drooped with heat, wallpaper curling away in long strips that looked like skin.
"She's showing me the first girl now," Yvonne said, her voice taking on a different inflection. Younger. "Sixteen years old. She wants to know why you buried her in the desert instead of letting her family say goodbye."
"Stop," Bradford whispered, but there was no authority left in his voice.
"She says her name was Jennifer. Jennifer Walsh. She had blonde hair like mine." Yvonne tilted her head, listening to voices only she could hear. "She forgives you, but she wants the others to be found. She wants their families to know what happened."
Bradford's coordination was fragmenting, psychological trauma destroying his motor control. He reached for the gun with hands that shook too violently to be effective.
"There's someone else," Yvonne said, even as flames licked closer to where she knelt. "Someone who loved you once. Before you showed her what you really were."
"No."
"Sarah." Yvonne's voice was barely audible over the fire, but it carried across the room with supernatural clarity. "Your ex-wife. She wants to know if you still have her wedding ring."
Bradford's scream was inhuman. He lunged toward Yvonne with desperate violence, but his body wouldn't obey his mind anymore.
Rhonda rolled toward the fallen gun, grasped it awkwardly with bound hands.
"She knows about the plastic bags," Yvonne continued, her voice now coming from somewhere else entirely. "She knows about the rope. She knows how long it took her to stop breathing."
Bradford collapsed completely, sobbing into the burning floor.
"She forgives you too," Yvonne said gently. "They all forgive you. But they want it to stop now. They want you to let these women go."
A burning beam crashed down behind them, sending sparks cascading across the room. The heat was becoming unbearable, but Yvonne seemed not to notice.
"Harold's here now," she said, her voice taking on the dreamy quality Demetria remembered from childhood. "He's been waiting for me. He says it's time."
"Mom," Demetria called through the smoke. "We have to get out."
But Yvonne was already struggling to her feet, the ropes around her wrists somehow loosened. She moved toward the flames with the satisfied calm of someone who'd completed important work.
"He says the fire is just a doorway," she said, turning back to smile at her daughter. "Like everything Bradford taught me about transformation. Death isn't an ending, sweetheart. It's just a different way of being nourished."
"Don't," Demetria started forward, but the heat drove her back.
Yvonne stepped into the flames with the grace of someone entering warm water. For a moment, she stood wreathed in fire, her white dress igniting, her silver hair catching light like a halo.
"Tell them I finally learned to feed properly," she said.
Then the flames consumed her completely, and she was gone.
Bradford looked up from the floor, his face streaked with tears and soot. Through the inferno, his pale eyes fixed on Demetria with the last fragments of his sanity.
"You brought this," he whispered. "You brought them here to destroy everything I built."
He started crawling toward her through fire that should have stopped him, his white robes burning but his obsession driving him beyond rational limits.
Rhonda fired the gun.
This time, she didn't miss.
Bradford's body hit the burning floor with a sound like wet meat slapping stone. Blood mixed with flames, creating colors that belonged in no earthly palette.
The ceiling began its final collapse, beams crashing down in sequence like dominoes falling toward hell.
Through the smoke and heat, Demetria could hear Rhonda calling her name. But all she could see was the space where her mother had been, where the flames now danced with something that might have been satisfaction or might have been grief.
Chapter 19
Scientific Proof
"Rhonda!"
Through the smoke, she could see her girlfriend struggling with the ropes around her wrists, the gun forgotten beside Bradford's body. Blood seeped from where the bindings had cut into her skin.
The ceiling beam missed Demetria's head by inches, crashing where she'd been standing moments before. Sparks showered the burning floor like dying stars.
Demetria crawled across the burning floor, heat searing through her clothes. Her fingers found the knots, pulled them loose. Rhonda's hands came free, raw and bleeding.
"Can you move?"
Rhonda nodded, coughing smoke. Together they stumbled toward the door Demetria had come through, but another beam crashed down, blocking their path.
"Back stairs," Rhonda gasped, pointing through the flames.
They moved together through the inferno, supporting each other's weight. Behind them, more of the ceiling collapsed, consuming Bradford's body in orange light. The heat was overwhelming now, the air itself seeming to ignite with each breath.
Ahead, a narrow staircase led down into darkness. The basement was cooler but filling with smoke that rolled along the ceiling like storm clouds. They felt their way along the wall, breathing precious air close to the floor where it was still possible to survive.
Demetria's broken window was still there, still offering escape. Glass fragments caught the orange glow from above, creating prisms that threw impossible colors across the concrete walls.
Rhonda went first, Demetria pushing her through the opening. Glass cut her palms as she hauled herself out after, but the night air felt like salvation—cool and clean after the suffocating heat.
They crawled away from the building, putting distance between themselves and the inferno. When they were safe, they turned to watch.
The main house was fully engulfed, flames reaching toward stars that seemed too bright, too close. The fire moved with purpose, consuming Bradford's carefully constructed world with systematic hunger. The smaller buildings caught one by one, each structure adding its own voice to the roar that filled the South Carolina night.
Through the smoke and heat distortion, Demetria thought she saw movement near the edge of the property. A figure in white, standing perfectly still among the pine trees, watching the destruction with the focused attention of someone taking careful notes.
"Look," she whispered, pointing.
But when Rhonda followed her gaze, there was nothing there except shadows moving between the trees.
They made their way toward where they'd left the BMW, feet unsteady on ground that still felt too hot. The car sat exactly where they'd parked it, untouched by the chaos, keys still in Demetria's pocket.
As they approached, Rhonda stopped suddenly.
"There," she said, pointing to tire tracks in the soft earth beside their car. Fresh tracks, leading away from the compound toward the forest road. Beside them, scattered like evidence of hurried departure, lay a white dress—muddy and torn—and a shovel still caked with fresh earth.
Demetria knelt beside the abandoned items. The dress was expensive, well-made, but streaked with dirt and something else that might have been blood. The shovel's blade was packed with South Carolina clay, as if it had been used recently for excavation work.
"She was here," Demetria said quietly. "Watching everything."
"Barbie?"
"Had to be. She saw what happened to Bradford, saw the fire spreading, and decided it was time to disappear." Demetria stood, studying the tire tracks that led away into darkness. "Smart. Let the fire destroy all the evidence, then start fresh somewhere else."
Around them, wind chimes began to ring despite the still air, creating melodies that sounded almost like voices whispering in languages they'd never learned but somehow understood. The sound was different now—less musical, more urgent, like warnings being passed between invisible watchers.
They found their BMW's engine started on the first try. The interior felt like a decompression chamber, separating them from the impossible colors and sounds of what they'd just survived.
As they drove down the gravel road, Demetria watched the rearview mirror. Myrtle Farms burned like a funeral pyre against the South Carolina night, consuming everything Bradford had built, everything Yvonne had believed, everything that had brought them to this moment of terrible conclusion.
Chapter 20
Ambiguity
Dawn came to Myrtle Farms in colors that belonged in stained glass—crimson bleeding through storm clouds, amber light that made the wet earth look like molten gold. The rain had stopped, but water still dripped from the eaves in rhythms that sounded almost musical.
Demetria found her first.
Yvonne lay curled on the hardwood floor beside Bradford's desk, her white dress spread around her like spilled milk. Her silver hair caught the unnatural morning light, creating a halo effect that made her look like a painting of martyrdom. Her pale eyes were open, staring at the ceiling with the particular stillness that meant no one was home anymore.
"Jesus," Rhonda whispered from the doorway.
The room smelled of sandalwood and something else—something organic and sweet that might have been flowers or might have been decay. Around Yvonne's body, Bradford's files lay scattered like fallen leaves. Some photographs had been fed to the fireplace, their edges curled and black. Others remained untouched, faces frozen in moments they'd never consented to preserve.
Victor's body slumped in the corner where he'd died, his burned flesh finally still. But Barbie was gone. Her white dress, her cameras, her shovel—vanished like she'd never existed at all.
Demetria knelt beside her mother, studying the peaceful expression on the dead woman's face. She reached out and gently closed Yvonne's eyes, then carefully extracted the photograph from her stiffened fingers. The paper was warm, as if it had absorbed something from the dying woman's touch.
She stood and moved to Bradford's desk, where the laptop still cycled through its slideshow of exploitation. Without hesitation, she pulled the power cord from the wall. The screen went dark with a soft electronic sigh.
The filing cabinets were unlocked. Demetria pulled out drawer after drawer, examining financial records with the same clinical precision she brought to corporate acquisitions. Bank statements, wire transfers, insurance payouts—eighteen months of systematic theft documented with meticulous attention to detail.
"What are you doing?" Rhonda asked.
Demetria gathered the most damaging documents, organizing them into neat stacks on Bradford's desk. "Due diligence."
She photographed each page with her phone, creating a digital archive of Bradford's crimes. The work was methodical, efficient, performed with the same cold competence that had made her invaluable in boardrooms where millions changed hands on the strength of properly documented evidence.
When she finished with the financial records, she moved to the hard drives. Bradford had been careful, but corporate executives learned to think like criminals out of necessity. She found his backup systems, his encrypted files, his carefully hidden documentation of every violation he'd committed.
All of it went into her phone's memory.
Rhonda watched from the doorway as Demetria systematically catalogued Bradford's operation with the focused attention of someone conducting a hostile takeover. There was something beautiful about her concentration, the way she moved through the evidence like a predator claiming territory.
"The families of those women deserve justice," Demetria said, not looking up from her work. "They'll get it."
She pocketed the drives that contained Bradford's blackmail material, then methodically deleted everything from his laptop and desktop computers. Not destruction—redistribution. The evidence would find its way to the right authorities through channels that couldn't be traced back to two women who'd been visiting a spiritual community when violence erupted.
The photograph of young Bradford went into the fireplace. It caught quickly, curling at the edges as the innocent face disappeared into ash and smoke.
They gathered their belongings in silence—clothes that smelled of smoke and earth, phones that now contained evidence of systematic fraud, memories that would never translate into language anyone else would believe. Demetria locked the main house behind them, pocketing the key with the casual authority of someone taking possession of abandoned property.
The BMW's interior felt like a decompression chamber, separating them from the impossible colors and sounds of Myrtle Farms. The engine started on the first try.
They drove through pine forests that looked too green in the morning light, past signs for towns they'd never visit again, toward a highway that would carry them back to lives that would never quite make sense anymore. In the rearview mirror, Myrtle Farms disappeared behind trees that seemed to close like a curtain being drawn.
Twenty miles down the road, Rhonda finally spoke.
"Do you think any of it was real?"
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