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ASH TRIED TO SING ALONG with the radio as the wind blew through her hair. From behind the wheel, her friend Maya laughed. “You’re getting the words all wrong!” Ash looked over the top of her sunglasses. Maya’s only response was a wink as she pressed her foot on the gas pedal a little harder.

“You’re crazy!” Ash laughed. Her friend let off the gas a little bit. She shook her head and looked out at the surrounding desert. It had to be close to noon, judging by the height of the sun and the washed-out look of the scenery around her. Up ahead, she caught a sign: Copperhead Mine Scenic Overlook. She tapped Maya on the shoulder and pointed.

“Ash, I told you to go before we left Albuquerque,” Maya said. Ash frowned, and Maya broke into a grin. She switched lanes and pulled off at the exit. The two young women found a small square building on the edge of an impressive canyon filled with deep green cottonwoods. Across from there, the rocks rose up into impressive sharp points. The only thing marring the view were the tailings from a long abandoned mine, perched across the canyon from the building and staining the rocks down the cliffside.

Maya killed the engine and hopped out. Ash opened her door and locked it as she got out of the car, prompting Maya to laugh. “You’re locking the door on a convertible.”

“Habit,” Ash replied. “Living in the city, you’re just not used to having a car.”

“Well, can’t be too careful,” Maya said. “Someone could try to jack it.” She looked around at the mountains surrounding them and the desert beyond. Their car was the only one in the lot. Ash gave her a friendly shove as they walked through the door. She sighed as she felt the air conditioning on her skin.

“I’ll go find the ladies room,” Maya said as she vanished down the nearest hall.

“Well, hello. Welcome to the Copperhead Mine Scenic Overlook.” Ash jumped as she saw a woman in a forest service uniform come walking up out of the shadows. She looked like she was wearing makeup from the 90’s.

“Sorry, didn’t see you,” she said. “I didn’t think there was any people in these rest stops.”

“Don’t worry, the stories about the old Copperhead Mine being haunted are just stories,” the woman said with a knowing smile. “The mine supported the town of Copperhead just a little ways down the canyon. It’s a ghost town now, not much left, but the Scenic Overlook was always a really popular spot ever since it was built in the 40’s. The interstate linked to it in the 60’s, and the rest is history.”

Ash blinked, half-listening to the spiel. “Really? Haunted?”

“It’s good for the tourism, but these stops still have to be maintained,” the woman said. “So where are you headed?”

“Cali,” Ash said. “But first, we’re meeting a friend a little ways south of here.”

“Oh,” the forest service woman said. “She’s expecting you? What are you all doing?”

“Just a road trip,” Ash said. “It’s something we do from time to time.”

“Sounds expensive.”

“Not really.” Ash shook it off. Then she looked at the woman for a moment and took a breath. “We take some freelance modeling jobs.” She waited for the judgment on the woman’s face, but it did not come. The forest service woman only looked her over for a moment.

“I can see how you would do well shucking it all off and cavorting around for artists.”

“Sometimes we’ll go nude if the money’s right. We mostly just travel around the country, taking whatever jobs come along. Artists, photographers, whoever—you know, except the creeps and weirdos. I’m also an influencer. You can follow me on Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok. I have about fifty-five thousand followers.” All put together, she added silently.

She shook her head. “I never cottoned to any of those things. You can really scare up enough tin doing that?”

“Yeah,” Ash could not help grinning, “That, and Odette—the friend we’re meeting—is pretty good at procuring things.” Shut up, Ashleigh! You’re telling a government employee about your friend’s nimble fingers! “Better than a real job.” She blinked. She just said that to a woman whose job was to maintain these out-of-the-way overlooks. She put on her best smile and glanced at the woman’s nametag. “Sorry...Arozenna. That’s a pretty name.”

“Thank you,” Arozenna said. “Besides, I can’t complain. It’s not like I’m tight scrounging down in the mines.”

“So this was really an old mine? What did they mine here?”

The woman smiled. “Copper mostly. Some silver and gold. And a few other precious things. Come with me.”

Ash followed Arozenna through another corridor. This place seemed much bigger than the building she had seen from the outside. It was odd—not like any rest stop she had ever seen. A little creepy, actually. They stepped into a sort of ominous room, and on a pedestal was a large blue stone. “Is that turquoise?”

“Chrysocolla, in fact. It came from that mine up there.” She pointed out the window.

“Wow!” Ash looked closer. Arozenna waved her hand over the stone, and Ash felt a strange sensation, like a gentle warmth in the back of her brain. Any undercurrents of fear had dissolved, and she had trouble recalling what they were about in the first place. There was just the stone and Arozenna’s voice. She did not recall the words exactly, as things were getting pretty tangled in her head now. There was someone with her, but who seemed to have been lost to Ash’s mind. Her waking thoughts slipped into a soft, silky bliss as everything else faded away, and her subconscious was completely open to everything Arozenna was telling her. And then it all became perfectly clear.

“There. That was easy,” Arozenna said at last. “Don’t you feel much better now?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ash said as she followed her into another room. This room was completely different still, looking like it had been hewn out of the rock. Lit by a large fire in the center, encircled by various crystals that glittered in the firelight. They were really so beautiful.

“Come forward,” Arozenna said, directing Ash to an adjacent slab of stone that functioned as a table. As beautiful as everything else in the room was, it made the leaves and dirt on the table stand out even more.

Arozenna said nothing else, but she grabbed Ash’s wrist and held her hand over the detritus. She pulled out a knife and pricked Ash’s fingertip. She just watched as this happened, a drop of blood shining like a tiny ruby in the firelight. Aware of the pain, but with the disconnect between her brain and body, it was more of a curiosity than anything else. Arozenna squeezed Ash’s hand until a few drips of blood fell on the collection on the table.

She was saying something, but Ash was not aware enough to register what. She was not even sure it was English. But the results were dramatic.

Instantly, the dirt began swirling around and spreading, shaping itself into something...else. It took on form and solidity that the constituent parts lacked. A nude body. Female. Her body, a perfect duplicate. Another Ash.

“Get up.” The other Ash sat up and then rose to her feet as Arozenna started pacing around the doppelganger. “It should do.” Ash felt her phone being lifted out of her back pocket. “Now. Shuck it off and give her your toggery.”

Ash did as she was told and watched as her duplicate dressed. “Now, my little bad penny, mosey back up and wait for the other one.” The other Ash walked out, and the witch turned to the original Ash. “You, come with me.”

In another room, Ash took note that this one was the biggest yet and was circular, and in the center was some kind of table with what looked like a display of glittering crystalline masks. Surrounding them, a continuous bench inset in the walls. Situated on them were the other women, sitting still as dolls. They were all dressed in old-fashioned saloon girl costumes. There was one brief flash of horror when she realized none of the women had faces—just a smooth plane, like an unfinished sculpture. “Get dressed, then sit over there,” she commanded, pointing to a pile of clothes. Ash dressed and then took a seat on the nearest empty bench.

“Now, you won’t be needing this anymore...” The woman’s fingers rested on the sides of Ash’s face. She felt like something was being pulled away from her—part of what made her Ash. It was the last thing she saw before the world went dark.
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ODETTE ROLLED OUT OF bed and stretched. Judging by the light and the squawking birds in the rafters, it had to be something like six in the morning. She felt the warm summer air on her bare skin as she grabbed for her phone. There was a text from Maya Martin. On our way, be there early in the morning. When was the last time she saw Ash and Maya? “Oh yeah, Scottsdale.” Maya found a freelance job at that cool place with the infinity pool. Odette could not help smiling. With summer coming, it would be fun to hit the road with them for a while. At the very least, it would be nice to get out of town and get some easy cash.

She glanced at her surroundings. The money would pay off the occasional interloper who didn’t fall for her tricks to keep everyone else out. The ones who told her that she had no right to live here. “I don’t see why,” Odette said to herself. “It’s not like they’ve made light bulbs here in years.” Besides, she added silently, the owners abandoned the place. They were the ones that didn’t want it. What right did they have to keep her out?

Either way, Maya and Ash would be here soon, and Odette had yet to dress. Not that either of them would care, they had all seen each other naked enough times. But, she thought to herself, when your friends come to your abandoned factory, they expect a certain level of decorum.

A snap of her fingers, and her skin ignited. Nothing like the warm tingle of the flames dancing all over her body! All her life, she could never imagine how people could stand under running water and think they were clean. Then Odette extinguished the fire and started pulling on her clothes.

Making her way down to the old office area, she made a beeline for the mini-fridge that Tarhun—back when they were together—had helped her install. She had no idea how he managed to get the electric to work, but she was just happy that he did. Electricity was always his thing.

She opened the door and took out the half-finished bottle of wine. Odette pulled out the cork and took a swig. “Bleh!” After spitting it across the room, she checked the fridge. “Still working.” She turned back to the offending bottle. So much for grocery store wine. She wished her mother would send her some of the really good stuff, but she never knew when Mom would show up.

She checked the phone again. Maya’s text came in a few hours ago. Were they driving all night? If so, she could be here any time. Where was that coffee pot? The brass dallah—the one from Uncle Khashkhash. Odette knew by the time she found it and started any qahwa for them, they would get here when she was halfway into it. And once started, qahwa must be completed. So she waited.

Bored, Odette absent-mindedly swirled the dust around the old factory floor. Sometimes she managed an impressive enough dust devil that reached to the ceiling. How long were Ash and Maya going to take?

The sound of a car engine and crunching gravel brought a smile to her face. The dust fell to the floor, forgotten, as she ran outside in time to see Ash’s red convertible pulling into the lot.

“Odette!” Maya shouted as the two of them hopped out of the car. They caught her in a hug, but something felt off.

Taken off guard, Odette tried to change the subject. Blinking and shaking her head, she gestured to the door. “C’mon in!”

“This place is so awesome, O!” Ash said, her eyes wide as they all stepped inside. “You could do so much here!”

“Yeah, you really could,” Maya said, looking at the high ceiling. “Why don’t you?”

Odette turned to her friends. “Because technically, I’m not supposed to be living here at all—” She stopped. There was definitely something different about them.

“What is it, O?” Ash asked. Odette took a cautious step toward them.

“Ūw yiꜣāgiš čatūš artlī...”

Maya blinked, having never heard Afarit spoken. “What did you say, O? Oo yee-ageesh...something?” She actually pronounced the glottal stop between the i and a of yiꜣāgiš pretty well. But there was something odd in her reaction there as well.

“I said something’s not right,” Odette said, still staring at Maya.

“What are you talking about?” Maya asked. Odette looked her over with a practiced eye. She was not standing right. Her foot turned in a little too far, and her hip stuck out just a fraction more than Maya’s normally would.

“O?” Ash asked. She wasn’t right either. Her voice sounded slightly lower on the pronunciation of Odette’s nickname, and the green in her eyes was of a slightly more golden tint. A normal person would not notice, but Odette Fadell was not a normal person.

“You...” Odette started.

“What is it?”

Odette looked at Maya. “Maya, what’s your modeling name?”

“Maya Meow.”

The E in meow was slightly higher than Maya normally said it. “And what stage name do I use?”

“Jeannie Eden,” Maya said. Again, the E’s weren’t right. “You like that really bitter coffee and are the best pickpocket I’ve ever met.”

“Odette, you’re scaring us...” Ash said, reaching out to her. Remembering the hug earlier, she backed away. “What is it?” She reached out again, but Odette reacted on instinct. Throwing flames at her friend, she froze as Ash went up like a Roman candle.

Maya was screaming and running for the door, as Odette could only gasp in horror at what she had done. Your lack of control finally did it! There was no coming back from this! She took a cautious step forward, investigating the remains of...Ash. There was barely anything left. Ash hadn’t burned like a person. She disintegrated right away, with only a few tiny bits of ash floating in the air. But there were no bones or anything to indicate a human being had died. Odette reached up to pluck a burning leaf from the air. “Hmm. A takwin,” she said to herself. “Who would make a takwin?” And more importantly, where was the real Ash? Then she turned her eye to Maya.

Shaking it off, she realized it would be best if Maya—or whatever was posing as her—didn’t get back to whoever sent her. She took a breath and blew it back out as she started the dust swirling.

Maya was trying the doorknob, but Odette’s wards and protective spells had locked the door the instant things went down. The imposter then turned and ran off into another part of the factory. Odette started after her. “Maya...”

The only response was sobbing. Odette followed the sound to find the other takwin sitting behind a half-broken wall, crying. At the sight of Odette, she turned, desperately looking around, but there was no escape.
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