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INTRODUCTION


I felt myself at loose ends. I had a deep longing for connection, for overriding spirituality. I gave myself completely to this extended nuclear family. We wanted to make a better world. If I trusted in God and gave myself completely to it, what could go wrong?

—A twelve-year ex-member of the Unification Church



Cults have been with us throughout recorded history and beyond, evolving to fit society’s changing norms. When the archaeological site Göbekli Tepe was uncovered in 1994, six miles from Urfa in southeastern Turkey, scholars were startled to find that the massive structures predated Stonehenge by approximately 6,000 years and the Egyptian pyramids by 7,000 years. Göbekli Tepe is estimated to be 11,000 to 12,000 years old. One monolithic temple that is thought to have been the site of prehistoric worship is adorned with carvings of stylized humans and intricate animals as well as skulls. Fragments of three carved skulls also were found, leading some to believe that the inhabitants belonged to a “prehistoric skull cult.”

Ancient Egypt had more than 2,000 gods and goddesses, all supported by cults that were critical for maintaining well-being and order. Most deities were worshipped locally, as each town had its own deity, but other gods or goddesses developed much larger followings. They could bring great wealth to a city, along with status and powerful political backing. Those cults honored Ra, Osiris, Hathor, Isis, the crocodile god Sobek, and numerous others.

In ancient Greece, the secret rituals and celebrations of the mystery schools in Eleusis, west of Athens, were centered on Demeter and Persephone, goddesses of the harvest, agriculture, life, and death. Participants drank a barley and mint mixture called kykeon, which some scholars think was infused with a hallucinogen that induced visions and transformation.

In Rome, the followers of Bacchus, the god of wine and ecstasy, held secret ceremonies in the surrounding mountains, dressed in animal skins and wearing crowns of ivy and oak. Often sponsored by wealthy patrons, those so-called bacchanals unleashed a frenzy of temporary madness that was intended as a rebirth and renewal initiation. Several of the cults featured in this anthology, thriving many centuries after the fall of Rome, also used alcohol and psychotropic drugs as part of their rituals.

Cults involving saints were important during late antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the European Renaissance. The use of miraculous relics, some brought back from the Holy Land, were utilized to heal the sick and convert nonbelievers. From the mid-eighteenth century through the nineteenth century, spiritualism and interest in Eastern religions began to emerge. Looser sexual attitudes and expanding freedoms gave rise to modern cults, sects, and religious movements. Some had unorthodox practices, running the gamut from celibacy to polygamy.

With the twentieth century and the coming of the new millennium, apocalyptic/doomsday cults flourished. The 1960s saw the cult of Charles Manson, the ’70s the Peoples Temple of Jim Jones, the ’80s the Unification Church (Moonies), and the ’90s David Koresh’s Branch Davidians. The majority of the cults discussed in this book functioned during the twentieth century, with some continuing into the twenty-first. With the coming of the year 2000, many became increasingly fear-based and violent in order to control their members.

Cults have flourished and evolved throughout human history, leaving us both fascinated and repelled. Why do people join cults, especially the most extreme and dangerous ones? What qualities do their charismatic leaders possess that enable them to take over a person’s life or the lives of a large group of people, both educated and uneducated? What causes seemingly normal men and women to hand their power over to another who can persuade them to engage in criminal behavior? This anthology tries to answer these questions by exploring both high-profile and very obscure cults. In most instances, the answers lie in a combination of reasons, including sex, money, and violence, but all rely on the most timeless and troublesome of human emotions: fear.

—Joyce Jacques Singular







1

KEITH RANIERE AND NXIVM
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Humans can be noble. The question is: Will we put forth what is necessary?

—Keith Raniere



Human beings aren’t comfortable living in the unknown. We tend to fill in the spaces between what has happened already and what might happen next with projections, assumptions, frustrations, angers, and fears. If we just knew the outcomes of this impending deal or that relationship, if we could predictably increase our success, we could relax and enjoy the future we’re certain is coming. But we can’t—right? Over the last few decades, a number of clever businesspeople, soothsayers, gurus, visionaries, and cult leaders have emerged to sell people on the notion that they and their programs can provide absolute answers to life’s uncertainties and mysteries. Join the group, pay your fees, pledge allegiance to the leaders, and good things are bound to result.

Guaranteed.

Some of those leaders probably believe that as they climb their way to success, riches, and power over others—particularly sexual power—the most notorious and salacious things they do with their followers will never be revealed to the world at large. However, that’s another unpredictable thing.

When Keith Raniere and his partner, Nancy Salzman, started the business NXIVM in the late 1990s, its stated purpose was to help people with all aspects of personality development, from childhood issues to creative expression to practicing compassionate ethics. The goals were high-minded and were aimed at people with ideals, intelligence, and resources. Who among us wouldn’t want to assist in constructing better personalities? The couple utilized a training program called “rational inquiry”—their key to personal and professional growth. During their seminars, Keith was referred to as “Vanguard” and Nancy, an ex-nurse and therapist, as “Prefect.” For a decade, they successfully grew the company, enrolling around 16,000 people in a variety of programs. In 2009, Raniere expanded both the reputation and the reach of his business by founding the World Ethical Foundations Consortium and persuading the Dalai Lama to speak at the institute.

Raniere was creating the kind of success he had dreamed about and worked for since childhood. Born into Brooklyn’s middle class in 1960, he had long wanted something more than the modest rewards his parents had earned. His father was in advertising, his mother taught ballroom dancing, and the boy was age five the year they moved to Suffern, New York. His mother died when he was sixteen, and he moved once again, this time to the area around Albany. Soon afterward he dropped out of high school, a biographical detail he liked to dismiss when telling people that he’d been a “genius student” who spoke in complete sentences at age one and by age thirteen had taught himself computer languages and college-level mathematics. An early description he had written about himself was anything but modest, stating that he was “one of the top three problem solvers in the world,” with ideas and plans to bring about “the change humanity needs in order to alter the course of history.”

In the late 1970s, Raniere entered Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, which didn’t require a high school graduation certificate, and majored in physics, math, and biology, with minors in psychology and philosophy. After earning a degree in 1982, he started his career in computers and consulting. Two years later a woman accused him of having sex with her underage sister, but he claimed that the girl was actually older than her physical age. Not only that: she was the reincarnation of a Buddhist goddess, he was an enlightened being, and the two of them together could establish a harmonious sexual connection that transcended the laws of New York and the United States. When he managed to convince the girl’s mother that he was interested in having a serious, committed relationship with her daughter, she accepted this and charges weren’t pressed. This was the first crack in the facade Raniere showed the world, but nobody paid much attention to it, and so he plowed forward with his business plans.

Approaching the age of thirty, Raniere launched Consumers Buyline, a multilevel marketing program that sold the idea of paying high commissions to established patrons for bringing in new ones. By promising discounts on hotels, dishwashers, and groceries, Raniere signed up a quarter million customers, telling people that the company was worth about $50 million. Both his claims and his business practices came under scrutiny when regulators in twenty states began probing Consumers Buyline and New York State’s attorney general filed a suit charging the company with operating an elaborate profit-making pyramid scheme. After considerable legal wrangling and negotiating, Raniere settled for a penalty of $40,000, but he would renege on some of that payment, clearly demonstrating how the American justice system is heavily tilted in favor of those who commit financial fraud or white-collar crimes rather than violent offenses.

After the collapse of Consumers Buyline, Raniere launched a second multilevel business, National Health Network, to sell vitamins at a health food store with his girlfriend, Toni Natalie. That relationship became complicated when he met his future partner, Nancy Salzman, who viewed Raniere in the same glowing terms in which he had long hoped the world would see him. In promotional material that he had written, Salzman contended that “there is probably no discovery since writing as important for humankind as Mr. Raniere’s technology”—a technology designed for behavior modification. To help with the National Health Network, Salzman loaned Natalie $50,000 and began treating her therapeutically.

With both women vying for Raniere’s attention, the company’s financial situation began to deteriorate. In 1999, the conflict went to U.S. bankruptcy court in Albany and Raniere sided with Salzman against Natalie. In the middle of their dispute, he had sent Natalie verses from Paradise Lost along with notes criticizing her behavior (“Commits to evil for protection—stupid/weak.”). He accused her of having a “pride barrier” that could lead to a “dream death line.” After listening to the testimony about their relationship, a judge said he was upset that Raniere had sent the police to Natalie’s mother’s house and threatened her family over their personal and financial disputes. That was the second crack in Raniere’s facade, but still no one was focusing much on a small-timer like him.

A federal judge would later call Raniere’s actions with Natalie “a jilted fellow’s attempt at revenge,” ruling that he had brainwashed her, harmed her business, and coerced her into giving up her young son to the child’s father. According to Natalie, Raniere had tried to convince her that her purpose in life was to have his baby, a child who would alter the course of history—a theme running through his writings and speeches for decades.
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THE NXIVM EXECUTIVE SUCCESS PROGRAMS SIGN OUTSIDE OF THE OFFICE IN ALBANY, NEW YORK.

In 1998, while knocking around New York City, Raniere had hatched the concept for NXIVM, eventually opening its headquarters in Albany. He gradually drew in hundreds and then thousands of customers with promises of everything from fulfilling one’s personal potential to helping children speak a dozen languages and curing Tourette’s syndrome, diabetes, and scoliosis. For the next half decade NXIVM was a success, and it received the kind of national attention that Raniere never had received before. In October 2003, Forbes magazine ran a cover story detailing his business practices and saying that some of NXIVM’s consumers thought of him as an inspirational guru. His client list included Stephen Cooper, acting chief executive of Enron (a Houston-based energy company about to implode in spectacular ways); Antonia C. Novello, former U.S. surgeon general; Sheila Johnson, cofounder of Black Entertainment Television; Ana Cristina Fox, daughter of the Mexican president; and Emiliano Salinas, son of a former Mexican president. The reviews of Raniere and NXIVM were basically positive.

To correct the “negative behaviors” he’d detected in high-level executives, Raniere brought in several big-name trainers—Richard Leider, Marshall Goldsmith, and Dartmouth professor Vijay Govindarajan—who charged $25,000 to $100,000 apiece for six sessions conducted over eighteen months. Other NXIVM students paid as much as $10,000 for five days of emotional processing given in thirteen-hour sessions. They were taught secret handshakes while donning colored sashes that determined one’s standing in NXIVM. (Earning one’s next sash was an honor akin to earning the next belt in the martial arts.) They were required to bow in front of Raniere, refer to him as “Vanguard,” and attend classes such as “Face the Universe,” “Money,” and “Control, Freedom & Surrender.” Once a day, students recited Raniere’s twelve-point mission statement: “There are no ultimate victims; therefore, I will not choose to be a victim. . . .” People try to “destroy each other, steal from each other, down each other or rejoice at another’s demise . . . it is essential for the survival of humankind” that wealth and resources be controlled by “successful, ethical people.”

Students signed nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) about NXIVM and were encouraged to open up to teachers and reveal their negative habits, ostensibly to replace them with better ones. The object also was to render people vulnerable in front of the teacher, Vanguard, Prefect, or other students, which might lead them not only to take more classes but to repeat those previously completed.

Although it acknowledged the growth of NXIVM’s “Executive Success” program, Forbes questioned Raniere’s methods and reported on “a darker and more manipulative side” to his business with its “cult-like program aimed at breaking down his subjects psychologically” while “inducting them into a bizarre world of messianic pretensions, idiosyncratic language and ritualistic practices.” It was the first time the word “cult” had been associated with Raniere at this level of exposure. To add to his aura, if not his “messianic pretensions,” Raniere wore his hair long with a beard in what some interpreted as a conscious attempt to conjure historical images of Jesus Christ. He also increased the dimensions of his personal myth through some peculiar habits: he had no bank account or driver’s license, drew no salary for his work, and had no bed of his own. He referred to people in need as “parasites.” His fictional role models appeared to come from the Ayn Rand novels Atlas Shrugged and The Fountainhead, whose protagonists are self-serving—some would say ruthless—individualists.

In spite of the NDAs signed by NXIVM students, stories began leaking out about the seventeen-hour workshops and sleepless nights they endured. An anonymous woman claimed that they had induced hallucinations and the beginnings of her mental crack-up. After Stephanie Franco, a New Jersey social worker, spent more than $2,000 for a five-day class in Albany, she grew worried about NXIVM’s rituals. Her family hired Rick A. Ross, a Jersey City cult specialist, who posted information about the organization on his website. Raniere and Salzman sued, but the case was eventually dismissed.

Sara Bronfman, the daughter of Seagram’s magnate Edgar Bronfman, Sr., was twenty-six when her marriage began to crumble and she began looking for alternative ways to confront what lay ahead. Living in Belgium, she heard about NXIVM from a friend, signed up for classes, and was highly impressed with Raniere, taking a full-time job at Executive Success. Her sister, Clare, soon joined her, and they began funding the organization.

Edgar Bronfman was interviewed by Forbes about NXIVM and bluntly said, “I think it’s a cult.”

This was another crack ignored, as Raniere continued to expand his business and reputation as a success guru, opening training centers well beyond Albany. One was in Seattle.

In 2009, the first NXIVM whistleblower, Barbara Bouchey, came forward with more disturbing allegations regarding the organization. She confronted Raniere about his secret sexual relationships with clients and board members as well as other improper practices. When she decided to leave NXIVM that year, eight other women went with her, effectively closing down multiple centers, including Seattle’s. Faced with harassment and lawsuits and hounded by rumors that the NXIVM brass was hatching a plot to have her thrown into a Mexican jail, Bouchey went into hiding with her son. This was another crack that essentially went unnoticed. Yet another appeared in 2010 when Vanity Fair ran the story “The Heiress and the Cult,” which contended that Sara and Clare Bronfman had donated $150 million to NXIVM and revealed more of the organization’s rituals and secrets. Raniere exploded and went on the offensive, suing the reporters behind the article. He had wriggled away from bad press and legal troubles in the past and determined that with the right strategy and advice and a positive attitude about success, he could continue playing the game and winning.

After all, although the NXIVM center had closed in Washington State, things were booming for the company in Canada. In the past, Vancouverites had commuted south of the border for NXIVM coursework in Seattle, but now the process was reversed: Americans were traveling north to the new branch that was thriving up there. Vancouver was filled with young, upwardly mobile consumers looking for innovative ways to get ahead. One woman said that her 2013 NXIVM recruitment was “like being invited to an Oscar party.” The reference was appropriate because actors and aspiring actors were getting involved in the business, something Raniere had long hoped for. In Vancouver this was spearheaded by Sarah Edmonson.

In 2005, Edmondson had attended a spirituality-themed film festival and met Mark Vicente, the director of What the Bleep Do We Know? and a recent convert to NXIVM after his first sixteen-day “intensive” with the group. Edmonson, who was twenty-seven years old at the time, was living in a basement and scrambling for beer commercials. She was eager to get her life and career launched. She met Raniere and was charmed by him, like so many before her. He seemed to have the answers for everything: money, love, and work. Edmondson began spreading the word about NXIVM and bringing in new members, including young actors, raising her standing with Raniere.

Chad Krowchuk was one of the actors who had heard positive things from Edmondson and her husband that were backed up by acting friends Kristin Kreuk and Mark Hildreth. But it was Allison Mack who got him to attend his first five-day training in Albany. Instead of just hoping for a major gig as an actress, she’d become a TV star in the series Smallville, which was based on the DC Comics character Superman. Initially broadcast on The WB in 2001, Smallville moved to The CW after its fifth season. The show followed the story of Clark Kent in the fictional town of Smallville, Kansas, before he comes out to the world as Superman. Mack played Chloe Sullivan, a friend of Clark’s who was in love with him (although he didn’t feel the same way toward her). As the editor of her school’s newspaper, she wants to “expose falsehoods” and “know the truth” about people, which inevitably leads her to look into Clark’s past. The series was a hit and ran for ten years.
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ACTRESS ALLISON MACK ARRIVES AT THE U.S. EASTERN DISTRICT COURT AFTER A BAIL HEARING.

Krowchuk and Mack had been child actors and were reunited in their early twenties, when he was working at Starbucks busing tables and she was on her way to stardom. Mack went to a NXIVM women’s weekend retreat in 2007 and became a believer; eventually, Krowchuk joined her in Albany to meet the Raniere crowd. He wasn’t as sold as Mack was on the programs and their ideas. In his view, the classes taught that everyone was responsible for his or her relationship with the external world, but if something went wrong in that world, it left students open to blame by a NXIVM coach, which to him seemed overly manipulative and judgmental. Krowchuk wasn’t as committed as Mack and in time drifted away from her and NXIVM. Some of Mack’s friends would later talk about how far into the group’s practices and beliefs she’d gone and how much she talked about it to the point of annoyance.

Meanwhile, in downtown Vancouver, Mark Vicente and Sarah Edmondson were holding NXIVM training sessions at which recruits could earn their sashes on Wednesday evenings and weekends. Sarah had recruited more name actors, such as Nicki Clyne and Grace Park of Battlestar Galactica, using NXIVM as a platform for selling them on achieving more success in their careers. NXIVM also was employing Facebook and Twitter to recruit in cyberspace. Edmondson, like many others, had come into the group with high-minded goals and felt that NXIVM had helped her achieve some of them. She showed her commitment to the organization by taking part in a secret ceremony in Albany that involved having Raniere’s initials branded halfway between her hip bone and her vulva.

Things went along for the next few years until problems arose from a most unlikely source. On a trip to Albany, Edmondson began witnessing activities that gradually turned her against NXIVM. In 2017, while enrolled in its Executive Success program, she came forward to accuse the group of telling the public they were conducting a skill development training session while running a sex cult. Edmondson had uncovered a secret part of NXIVM called DOS (Dominus Obsequious Sororium), a Latin phrase whose translation suggests dominating women and making them obedient to one’s wishes. Edmondson said that she had seen women blindfolded, stripped naked, and asked to provide nude pictures of themselves during a submission ritual.

Edmondson’s confessions were too serious and troubling to be ignored. They led to investigative reports in the media, headed by the New York Times, which in 2017 claimed that the group had a “secret sisterhood” in which the females were branded as “slaves.” Edmonson meant “branded” literally. Others like her apparently had been marked with brands, much as ranchers do with horses and cattle. Then other women victims emerged and told the media that Raniere was a sex maniac who was running a cult devoted to satisfying his carnal desires. According to those accounts, several victims of his cravings were minors whom he manipulated into having intercourse. His accusers said that in the guise of being a healer who helped women move on from traumatic past events, including sexual assaults and rapes, he was in fact grooming them for his own pleasure. The key to a happy and enlightened life, he preached, was letting go of every boundary and attachment the world had imposed on a person—letting go of one’s inhibitions. Some emotionally fragile female students did whatever he asked.

Edmondson also talked about how women in the group were encouraged to lose weight by using the NXIVM diet and eating only 800 calories or less per day for seven straight days. (Experts recommend a diet of 2,000 calories a day.) NXIVM women had to record everything they ate during a twenty-four-hour period, and if the amount exceeded 800 calories, they were punished. Some of the women privately referred to the diet as “starvation,” but to say that out loud inside of NXIVM was considered dangerous. Therefore, they ate as little as possible to prove that hunger had no control or power over their lives. Making women obsess over food and weight was another way, according to some of the disenchanted students, to keep them as slaves. In her own effort to follow the approved eating regime, Allison Mack ate so much squash that her palms allegedly turned orange (a condition known as carotenemia, driven by excess beta-carotene in the blood). Along with the lack of calories, NXIVM’s brass also abstained from alcohol, as a few women would learn to their shame when they tried to enliven meals with wine.

Edmondson had opened a door that no one could close. Her accusations coincided with revelations from the Me Too movement then sweeping the country, in which more and more women were stepping up with stories about how they’d been sexually abused by, in many cases, well-known men. One male celebrity after another was about to fall as reporters dug into those stories. The media assault on Raniere was unrelenting. Forbes and the Albany Times ran articles about NXIVM maintaining a group of wealthy females acting as “sex slaves.” The New York Times published an exposé, and the FBI began working with the New York State police and the Mexican federal police to uncover more allegations about Raniere. In March 2018, he was taken into custody and appeared before a federal judge in Texas, facing charges of forced labor in New York State, along with sex trafficking and racketeering. Ex-girlfriend Toni Natalie told the court that he wasn’t just a con man but also a gambling and sex addict. Other women, as is often the case, found the courage to tell their own stories about NXIVM, claiming that Raniere wasn’t a healer of women but a charlatan who’d had intercourse not just with adult females in his flock but also with minors.

Further investigations into NXIVM by the Department of Justice led to more allegations that echoed Raniere’s earlier failed schemes with Consumers Buyline. The DOJ’s investigation was turning up evidence that NXIVM was based on a profit-making pyramid scheme of business development: the group asked participants for thousands of dollars to be used to recruit more members.

To avoid going to trial either with or separately from Raniere, five women, including Clare Bronfman, accepted plea deals with sentences of up to two years in prison. None pleaded guilty to sex trafficking per se, but they generally supported the allegations against the NXIVM leader and his threats of deportation for those who disobeyed him. Raniere pleaded not guilty and denied all the charges. His defense was essentially constructed around the argument that what occurred inside his organization was among consenting adults who were taking his classes to improve their lives. He would face his accusers in court.

As the trial opened, there was talk in the media of cults, masters, slaves, and branding at NXIVM, but the word heard again and again had only lately infiltrated the media and general population: “gaslighting.” It basically had come to mean the conscious attempt to manipulate someone to undermine that person’s sense of reality—to the point where that individual begins to doubt his or her feelings and perceptions, his or her thoughts and grasp of the truth. Forensic psychologist Dawn Hughes testified at the trial that cult leaders employ a wide variety of tools to impose their will on others: economic control, surveillance, threats, isolation, and other nonviolent strategies that cause people to lose their capacity to exercise free will. The state put several women on the witness stand to underscore those points.

The first prosecution witness was thirty-two-year-old “Sylvie,” who at eighteen had traveled to New York from the United Kingdom and become a “slave” in the secretive part of NXIVM known as DOS. It was promoted as a way to empower women, but she described it as having the opposite effect. Every day when in the DOS program she sent a nude photo to Raniere with a note reading “good morning, grandmaster” and heart emojis. The more she did this, the more her feelings soured.

“I remember,” she testified, “the thing that kind of sparked anger in me more than anything was the use of the word ‘special,’ actually, and that he was calling me ‘brave,’ because I felt so disgusting and ashamed. I just thought—I felt like it was all lies, like it just felt disgusting, and it wasn’t true.”

A witness named “Daniela” told the jury how Raniere had used similar techniques to make her feel mentally and emotionally vulnerable, doubtful about her own memories. Under oath, she detailed how she and her two sisters, who were in their teens and early twenties, had had sexual relationships with Raniere—events that they claimed he’d later talk about with them in ways intended to distort their truth. Daniela knew, for example, that she’d engaged with Raniere in oral sex, yet he insisted it was vaginal.

“I feel very sure of what I felt,” she testified. “I was there. It’s my body so it’s very confusing to have contradictory information.”

The man with all the answers was now the target of his victims’ collective scorn, because instead of achieving liberation from their inhibitions, they’d ended up humiliated. And that humiliation had been made public during their court appearances. Four former NXIVM members talked about a secret women’s group within the organization, a “mentorship program” Raniere had created to help him engage in sexual encounters. Some of those testifying were still obviously shaken and recovering from their encounters with the cult leader. At one point, Judge Nicholas Garaufis was moved to end the cross-examination of the witness Lauren Salzman, the daughter of Nancy Salzman. “This is a broken person, as far as I can tell,” the judge declared from the bench. “Whether she’s telling the truth, whether the jury believes her, I think it’s absolutely necessary that there be a certain level of consideration for someone’s condition.”

Another former NXIVM slave, “Nicole,” told the court about dealing with “master” Allison Mack, who had pleaded guilty to racketeering and racketeering conspiracy. The Smallville actress had accused Nicole of being “weak, spoiled, entitled.” When Nicole confronted Mack with Raniere’s knowledge of the secret women’s group, Mack, according to the witness, denied it.

“She said, ‘Oh, sweetie, I’m so glad that you told me that,’ ” Nicole testified. “That’s not true, that’s not what’s happening, but that’s such a good sign that you can trust me enough to tell me that.”

Other testimony alleged that Daniela’s younger sister, Camila, was fifteen when she was led into a sexual relationship with Raniere. In a series of WhatsApp messages revealed in court, Raniere tried to persuade Camila that by her having sex with someone besides him, she had destroyed her chance to be his “spiritual successor.”

“My lineage,” he had told her, “is not supposed to end with my death.”

In another written exchange, Raniere revealed his own obsessions by pressing Camila to compare the other man’s genitals with his own. He was particularly interested in shape, size, and “fluid consistency.”

“Did you like his taste better than mine?” he asked.

“I wish,” she responded, “I didn’t have to answer this. Yes.”

“He is shorter and thinner, penis-wise?” Raniere wrote back.

“Longer but thinner,” Camila replied.

Raniere then challenged Camila’s recollection of events and her own experience.

“I am examining perception,” he wrote her. “I know his penis is 6.75 full erect and mine is 7.5 so I’m looking at how you are slanting things.”

The more he pushed her and tried to convince her that he was right and she was wrong, the more she gave in to him and accepted his view of reality. It wasn’t just a matter of pleasing the man; she saw her dependence on Raniere as a way to ensure her survival.

“I feel,” she revealed in one of their interactions, “like I have a gun pointed at me and I’m just trying to say what you want to hear so you won’t shoot but I don’t know what it is you want to hear.”

Forty-two-year-old prosecution witness Lauren Salzman testified that she’d recruited six branded slaves for NXIVM and had held one person in confinement for almost two years. A “sex cult” hidden within the organization, according to this witness, had more members than previously believed and was more coercive than had been revealed so far. Salzman, who had pleaded guilty to racketeering and racketeering conspiracy, provided the jury with details about DOS, which had been activated in 2015 but had grown significantly by January 2017. To be part of DOS, women had to give up “collateral”—damning information about themselves—to prove to Raniere their lifelong commitment to his cause. Lauren had pledged her investments, two cars, and two homes to NXIVM and had vowed to resign from her positions in the organization if she ever broke her vow of secrecy.

She indicated that the material she handed over to Raniere to join DOS needed to be so bad that she would choose death over seeing it made public. Then she told the court that she’d given Raniere three nude pictures of herself and had confessed that she’d taken part in a crime that also implicated her mother, NXIVM founder Nancy Salzman. A woman in the group, according to the witness, had had a psychotic episode during a self-help program, and, under Raniere’s orders, Lauren had force-fed the woman Valium and refused to take her to a hospital.

Lauren went on to identify eight women as the core of DOS, including actresses Nicki Clyne and Allison Mack. The pair, she testified, had married each other in 2017, and each had had a sexual relationship with Raniere. DOS members who failed to complete their tasks, she added, were punished by paddling or whipping, and she remembered an incident in which Raniere had kicked a DOS slave master for acting “prideful.”

Some of the plans for maintaining control over members never reached fruition. About eighteen months earlier, Salzman said, the group had been working on building a basement dungeon, a “sorority house” owned by one of eight original DOS slaves, Mexican media heiress Rosa Laura Junco. The dungeon would hold a cave for “a type of surrendering. . . . You were [going to be] in there until whoever was going to let you out.”

Salzman read from a DOS rulebook describing master-slave relationships: “Your sole highest desire must be to further your Master from whom all good things come and are related. . . . The best slave derives the highest pleasure from being her Master’s ultimate tool. . . . It doesn’t matter what the command is, it matters that you obey. It doesn’t matter that you understand the command, it matters that you obey.”

A master’s goal was to have 100 slaves in his or her stable and eventually select one to run for public office, taking the cult out into American society. In light of some of Raniere’s beliefs, it would be important for NXIVM to have people in power in the future. Testimony revealed that he thought the government had spied on him—because of his exceptional intelligence—and that some under his sway, who called him “Grandmaster,” were convinced that he had the power to change weather patterns. Another story floating around NXIVM was that President Bill Clinton had worked to ruin Consumers Buyline.

As Raniere’s trial unfolded, the FBI continued investigating NXIVM and running down leads from some of those who had escaped the group and were in recovery. Sarah Edmonson began writing a book about her experience with Raniere and his followers and about getting branded. It was published in 2019 under the title Scarred: The True Story of How I Escaped NXIVM, the Cult That Bound My Life. On June 19, 2019, the trial concluded with the jury convicting Raniere of several federal crimes, including sex trafficking, conspiracy, and conspiracy to commit forced labor, with all the charges connected to the inner workings of DOS. As of this writing, he faces a mandatory minimum prison term of fifteen years and a possible life sentence.
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