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The air in Anniston, Alabama, did not move; it leaned. It was a thick, humid weight that smelled of pine needles, red clay, and the exhaust of logging trucks rumbling down Highway 431. To anyone else, it was just a Tuesday in July. To Aurelia, it was the scent of a closing circle.

Aurelia sat on her porch in a floral-patterned rocking chair that creaked in a rhythmic, complaining tone. At seventy-one, or at least seventy-one according to the tattered birth certificate in her closet, she was a fixture in the neighborhood. The neighbors saw a woman who looked like a grandmother, her face hidden behind large photosensitive glasses, her skin clear and wrinkle-free, hidden behind strands of curly copper-blond hair pulled back into a deliberately messy bun. They saw a woman who made the best stews in the county and spoke with a thick, melodious accent that they mistook for generic European charm.

They did not see the predator. They did not see the woman who had walked the Carpathian Mountains when the borders were drawn in blood rather than ink.

Aurelia closed her eyes, pulling the humid air deep into lungs that didn’t need it as much as they used to. Beneath the smell of jasmine and asphalt, there it was. A sharp, metallic tang. Cold. Ancient. It was the scent of snow on mountain peaks and the iron-rich dampness of a tomb that had been opened after centuries of silence.

"Tomitsa," she whispered, the name a dry husk in the back of her throat.

She hadn't heard that name spoken aloud in three hundred years, yet the vibration of it felt like a homecoming. He was here. He had finally followed the trail of her lineage across the Atlantic, through the ports of Ellis Island, and down into the deep, sweltering heart of the American South.

Aurelia’s hand went to the heavy gold locket resting against her chest. Inside was no photograph, but a small, dried flower pressed behind glass, a mountain peony from a valley that no longer existed.

"He is coming for the girl," she murmured to the empty porch.

She thought of Goldie. Her sweet, golden-haired granddaughter who was currently wiping down grease-stained counters at the gas station three miles away. Goldie, who thought her only inheritance was a quick wit and a tendency to sunburn. Goldie, who had no idea that her hazel eyes were a ticking clock, waiting for the moment they would flare with the amber fire of the true Romanian line.

––––––––
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AURELIA FELT A SHIVER that had nothing to do with the evening breeze. 

The power rolling off the newcomer was immense, it was a dark sun, a gravity that pulled at the very marrow of her bones. He was older than her, stronger than her, and he was settling into Anniston like a wolf bedding down in a sheepfold.

Across the street, a dog began to howl, a mournful, jagged sound that cut through the chirping of the cicadas.

The old woman straightened up; her wrists as supple as a gymnast’s. She looked up at the glowing neon sign of the PETROLEUM gas station in the distance, its red light melting into the dusky sky. “The hunt has found us, my little Goldie,” Aurelia sighed, her voice taking on its ancestral steeliness again. “And the South is about to get a lot colder.” She turned and went inside, locking the door behind her, not to keep out the world outside but to give herself time to remember where she had hidden her silver daggers. The old homeland had come to Alabama, and it hadn’t come for hospitality.
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Part 1: The Humidity of Anniston
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Chapter 1: The Heat of Alabama
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Goldie Aurey 25wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead with the back of her gloved hand, only to realize she had just smeared motor oil across her eyebrow.

“Great,” she muttered, catching sight of her reflection in the glass of the chip case. “It really leans towards ‘young-girl chic.’”

It was only 10:00 a.m., but Anniston was already seething. The air in the gas station was a losing battle between the struggling window air conditioner and the open front door, which the locals were persistently propping up with crates of bottled water. The smell of the gas station was a constant cocktail of stale coffee, diesel exhaust, and the sweet, pungent scent of the Little Tree pines that hung near the cash register.

Goldie was twenty-nine, and for the last three years, this station had been her world. She liked the predictability of it. People came in, they complained about the price of premium, they bought their lottery tickets with a hopeful glint in their eyes, and they left. It was simple. It was safe. It was nothing like the wild, dark stories her grandmother Aurelia used to whisper to her when the Alabama thunderstorms shook the windows of their house.

"Goldie, honey, you look like you’re melting," a voice chirped from the doorway.

Goldie looked up and smiled despite the heat. Her mother, Sally, stood there holding a plastic fan and a beaded purse. At fifty-two, Sally looked less like a woman who had survived a messy divorce and more like a woman who was perpetually auditioning for a role as a town socialite. Her hair was a perfect, defiant blonde, and her sundress was impeccably pressed.

"I’m not melting, Mom. I’m 'glowing.' Isn't that what you tell me?" Goldie joked, leaning against the counter.

"You're sweating, sweetie. There's a difference," Sally said, reaching to adjust Goldie's name tag. "And you still have grease on your face. How are you ever going to find a husband when you look so unkempt?"

Goldie sighed; a sound lost under the hum of the beverage cooler. "I’m not looking for a husband, Mom. I’m looking for the motivation to finish inventory before noon."

"Well, you should be looking," Sally insisted, her eyes sparkling with the brand of meddling only a Southern mother could master. "I heard that the man who bought this place, that Mr. Tommy, is actually coming around more often. They say he’s single. And rich. And quiet."

"He’s my boss, Mom. And I’ve never even seen the guy. He’s like a ghost who sends paychecks."

"A ghost with a very healthy bank account," Sally countered. "Aurelia says she thinks he’s 'of the old stock.' You know how she gets with that Romanian talk. But she seems to think he’s important."

Goldie felt a strange, fleeting prickle at the back of her neck at the mention of her grandmother’s intuition. Aurelia wasn't often wrong about people, even if she described them in metaphors involving wolves and moonlight.

"I'll believe he exists when he actually shows up to fix the ice machine," Goldie said, turning back to the register as a customer approached.

The rest of the morning blurred into a rhythmic loop of scanning barcodes and making small talk about the local high school football team. But the heat seemed different today. It felt heavy, expectant, like the silence right before a massive storm breaks. Outside, the asphalt shimmered, creating heat mirages that made the logging trucks look like they were floating on water.

As Goldie stepped outside to check the pumps, she paused. For a second, the sound of the highway faded. The cicadas, usually a deafening roar in the trees behind the station, went abruptly silent.

She looked toward the edge of the lot, where the shadows of the tall pines stretched toward the pumps. A dark black sedan was parked near the air compressor, sleek, expensive, and completely out of place in a town where most people drove trucks with more rust than paint.

She couldn't see the driver through the tinted glass, but she felt a sudden, inexplicable chill that sliced right through the ninety-degree humidity. It wasn't an unpleasant feeling; it was a magnetic pull, a vibration in her chest that felt like a low-frequency hum.

"Can I help you?" she called out, her voice sounding small in the sudden stillness.

The car didn't move. The engine wasn't even running.

Then, just as quickly as the silence had come, it broke. A truck horn blared on the highway, the cicadas resumed their frantic screaming, and the black car pulled away, disappearing into the shimmering heat haze of Highway 431.

Goldie stood there for a long moment, the sun beating down on her blonde hair, her hazel eyes squinting against the glare. She didn't know why, but for the first time in her life, the ordinary walls of Anniston felt very, very thin.
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Chapter 2: Aurelia’s Kitchen
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The screen door of the small frame house whined in a familiar, high-pitched protest as Goldie nudged it open with her hip. Stepping inside was like crossing a border. The aggressive, gasoline-tainted humidity of Anniston vanished, replaced by the cool, dim sanctuary of her grandmother’s kitchen and the intoxicating scent of slow-simmering cabbage, dill, and smoked paprika.

Aurelia didn't look up from the wooden cutting board, but her knife didn't miss a beat. Chop. Chop. Chop.

"You smell of iron today, Sugar," the old woman said, her voice like dry leaves skittering across a stone floor.

Goldie dropped her keys in the ceramic bowl on the sideboard. "It’s just the pumps, Grandma. Some guy spilled a gallon of mid-grade on lane four. I had to scrub it down before the EPA decided to move in."

"No," Aurelia murmured, finally setting the knife aside. She turned, her pale eyes, the same hazel as Goldie’s, but clouded by a century of secrets, scanning her granddaughter with unsettling intensity. "Not gasoline. Iron. The smell of the earth before a storm. The smell of something very old waking up."

Goldie felt a shiver. It was the same vibration she’d felt in her chest earlier that day when the black sedan had vanished into the heat haze. "You’ve been listening to Mom too much. She’s convinced the new owner of the station is some mysterious prince instead of just a guy with a hedge fund."

Aurelia beckoned her closer. "Come. Wash the grease from your skin. Help me with the stew."

Goldie obeyed, scrubbing her hands at the porcelain sink. As she worked, she watched her grandmother’s hands. For a woman over seventy, Aurelia’s movements were terrifyingly precise. She didn't fumble; she didn't shake.

"Grandma," Goldie started, rinsing the soap away. "When you lived in Romania... did you ever see things that didn't make sense? Things people in Alabama would call 'stories'?"

Aurelia paused; a cabbage leaf draped over her palm like a green shroud. "In the mountains, the stories have teeth, Goldie. They do not care if you believe in them. They only care if you are fast enough to stay out of the shadows."

"I saw a car today," Goldie said, her voice dropping. "A black one. It felt... cold. In ninety-degree heat, I felt like I was standing in a meat locker."

Aurelia’s fingers tightened on the cabbage leaf. "The cold is a sign of a hunger that never ends. It is the vampire’s shadow. But you felt it," she whispered, a strange glint entering her eyes. "Most people would just think the wind changed. But you felt the pull."

"I’m just tired, Grandma. Working ten-hour shifts makes you imagine things."

"Is that why your eyes are changing?" Aurelia asked, stepping closer.

Goldie froze. She looked into the small, gold-flecked mirror hanging by the pantry. In the dim light of the kitchen, the hazel of her irises seemed to be vibrating. The brown was receding, pushed back by a ring of amber that looked like molten honey. It wasn't just a trick of the light; it was a physical shift.

"It’s the jaundice of the soul," Aurelia joked darkly, though her expression remained grave. "Or perhaps the inheritance is finally coming to collect its debt. Goldie, listen to me. Your name, Aurelia, it means 'the golden one.' My mother gave it to me, and I gave it to you. Not because of your hair, but because of the fire in the blood. The fire that keeps the cold away."

Aurelia reached out; her hand surprisingly cold as she touched Goldie’s cheek. "The man who bought your station... he is not a ghost, and he is not a prince. He is a predator who has forgotten how to hunt. Until he saw you."

"You know him?" Goldie asked, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

"I know his shadow," Aurelia said, turning back to the stove. "He is Tomitsa. And he has been looking for our fire for a very long time."

Outside, the first roll of thunder rumbled over the Talladega National Forest, heavy and ominous. Goldie looked at the cabbage rolls, at the flickering candles on the small Orthodox altar in the corner, and then back at her own changing eyes in the mirror.

The ordinary life she had carefully built at the Petrolea Gas Station felt like a house of cards, and a cold, ancient wind had just started to blow through the cracks.
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Chapter 3: Mom Silvestra, Sally for Friends
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The heavy atmosphere of the kitchen was punctured by the sound of high heels clicking sharply against the linoleum and the smell of expensive, floral perfume that fought a losing battle with Aurelia’s cabbage rolls.

"I am home, and I have news that will turn this house around!"

Silvestra swept into the room, though she hadn't gone by that name in thirty years. To the PTA, the local garden club, and the census bureau, she was Sally. It was a soft name, a round name, a name that tasted like sweet tea and peach cobbler. It was a name designed to hide the sharp Romanian edges of her heritage and the fact that her mother could remember the taste of snow from a century ago.

"You look like you’ve been at a funeral, both of you," Sally said, dropping her quilted purse onto the table. She looked at Goldie, then at Aurelia, and finally at the simmering pots. "Mama, honestly, it’s ninety degrees. Must we eat like we’re bracing for a coldest winter?"

"It is the food of our people, Silvestra," Aurelia said without looking up.

"It’s Sally, Mama. We are in Anniston, not the Old Country. And Sally thinks Goldie needs a makeover." She turned her focus to her daughter, her eyes narrowing with professional scrutiny. "I stopped by the boutique today. I saw a dress, teal, silk, very flattering for a woman with... well, with your current 'unsettled' look."

Goldie leaned back against the counter, trying to shake the image of her glowing eyes from the mirror. "Mom, I’m a gas station clerk. I don't need silk. I need denim and a better soap for grease stains."

"You are not just a clerk, Goldie. You are the face of that station," Sally said, her voice dropping into a conspiratorial whisper as she began to set the table with a flourish. "And more importantly, you are the face the owner is going to see when he finally makes his rounds. I heard at the salon today that he’s officially moving into the old estate on the hill. The one with the wrought-iron gates."

Goldie’s heart skipped. "The estate that’s been empty since the fifties?"

"The very one. Tommy, they call him. Just Tommy. Sounds like a nice, local boy, doesn't it?" Sally smiled, though there was a flicker of something guarded in her expression that she quickly smoothed over. "He’s a businessman. A philanthropist. And from what I hear, he’s a bachelor. A man like that needs a woman who knows this town. A woman who is... grounded."

Aurelia made a sharp, clicking sound with her tongue. "He needs a woman whose blood calls to his, Silvestra. Don't play the fool with names. You know what he is."

Sally’s smile didn't falter, but her posture stiffened. "I know that we are in Alabama, Mama. I know that my daughter deserves a life where she isn't scrubbing pumps until her fingers bleed. If that means she marries a man with a bit of 'history,' then so be it. At least he’s successful."

"Success is a strange word for a parasite," Aurelia muttered.

"Oh, stop it!" Sally waved a hand dismissively. "Goldie, honey, don't listen to her. She’s been reading those old medieval picture books again. They make her gloomy. I’ve already made an appointment for you at the hair place on Friday. We’re going to brighten those highlights. You’re starting to look a bit... dark."

Goldie looked from her mother’s forced gaiety to her grandmother’s gloomy silence. She felt like a rope in a tug-of-war. Sally wanted to be a Southern belle to hide from the monster; Aurelia wanted to be a warrior to face him. Suddenly, a sound outside caught Goldie’s attention. It wasn’t loud, just a soft, rhythmic rumble, like a powerful engine idling at the end of the driveway.

Her ears didn't just hear it; they felt it. Her skin prickled, the fine hairs on her arms standing up as a wave of cold air seemed to seep through the cracks of the window frame. She could smell it again, the iron, the mountain snow, and something else now. Something like old parchment and expensive tobacco.

"Do you hear that?" Goldie asked, her voice trembling.

Sally paused, a fork in her hand. "Hear what, Sugar? Just the cicadas. They’re extra loud tonight."

"No," Goldie whispered, moving toward the window. "It’s a car."

She pulled back the lace curtain just an inch. At the edge of their gravel drive, the black sedan sat perfectly still. The headlights were off, but the moon caught the polished chrome, making it look like a silver blade resting in the dark.

For a heartbeat, Goldie thought she saw a pair of pale, icy blue eyes staring back at her through the windshield, eyes that seemed to see right through the walls of the house, right through the teal silk dress her mother wanted her to wear, and straight into the fire that Aurelia said lived in her blood.

Then, the car shifted into gear and glided away, silent as a ghost, leaving nothing but the smell of ozone and the sound of Sally’s voice talking about what shoes would go best with teal.
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Chapter 4: The Shadow at the Pump
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The evening sky over Anniston was painted in bruised purples and deep indigos, the kind of colors that made small-town streetlights flicker like timid fireflies. Goldie wiped the grease from her hands onto her gas-stained jeans, the scent of gasoline clinging to her like a second skin. 

At twenty-nine, she had learned to take pride in the ordinary. She worked the late shift at the gas station Petrolea, her grandma had once owned, where the hum of pumps and the occasional roar of an engine were the soundtrack to her life.

But ordinary had a way of bending toward the extraordinary, and tonight, the air felt heavier, charged with a static she couldn’t name.

The bell above the door jingled, sharp and bright. Goldie looked up, expecting a local looking for snack money or a trucker needing caffeine. Instead, he entered.

He was tall, impossibly composed, with dark hair that caught the dim fluorescent light and eyes the color of frozen lakes. He moved with a deliberate grace that suggested he commanded every room he entered, yet nothing in his appearance suggested he belonged in Anniston, Alabama.

Goldie did not know, could not know, that this man had walked the earth for eight centuries. That his name, hidden beneath the guise of "Tommy," was Tomitsa. He had been here for decades, owning this very station from the shadows, blending seamlessly into the mundane rhythms of small-town life while hiding an ancient hunger.

“Back again,” Goldie said, trying to keep her tone casual as she leaned on the counter, though her pulse had suddenly doubled.

He smiled faintly, a gesture that shifted the very air between them. “I like the quiet nights,” he replied, his voice low and melodic. “You never know who, or what, might wander in.”

Goldie forced herself to meet his gaze. There was something sharp beneath his easy confidence. A weight in his stare, as if he were seeing more than just the surface of the world. Or of her.

“Good afternoon,” she said. “Can I help you?”

“I’ve been around a while,” he answered smoothly, his lips curving into a faint, enigmatic line. “Just... not noticeable. Small towns are easy to blend into if you want to. I like it that way.”

The words sent a shiver down her spine, a premonition she couldn't place. And yet, the feeling pulled her closer like gravity. For a moment, they simply looked at each other. Goldie noticed the pale blue of his eyes seemed almost to glow in the dim light.

“I’m curious,” he said simply. “About you. About this place. About the ordinary life that somehow seems... interesting.”

“Curiosity can be dangerous,” he added, the words lingering in the air like a warning.

***
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BY THE TIME FRIDAY morning arrived, the atmosphere had shifted from cool mystery to a humidity so dense it felt like breathing through a warm, wet towel. Goldie stood on the concrete apron of the station, shielded by the corrugated metal overhang that hummed with the vibration of industrial refrigerators.

Every sound was jagged. The rhythmic thwack-thwack of the air compressor sounded like a heartbeat. The high-pitched whine of the neon "OPEN" sign was a persistent needle-prick against her eardrums. She found herself squinting against the glare of the sun on chrome, her hazel eyes, now rimmed with a strange, honey-gold fire, flicking toward every passing vehicle with predatory speed.

"You okay, Goldie? You’re twitchier than a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs," John Lerner, a regular logging truck driver, called out.

Goldie forced a tight smile. "Just the heat, John. It’s a mean one."

"Well, maybe the new boss will spring for a better fan," Lerner chuckled. "Heard he finally moved into the old manor. Lights were on all night. Creepy ones, too. Blueish."

Goldie didn't answer. Her attention had been snatched by a scent that didn't belong among the fumes of unleaded and engine oil. It was a crisp, biting smell. Like a forest after a hard frost.

She turned toward the back of the lot, near the propane tanks. There, standing in a sliver of shade where the heat shouldn't have been able to reach, was a figure.

It was him. He wore a charcoal suit that looked entirely too heavy for an Alabama summer, yet he didn't seem to sweat. His skin was the color of unpolished marble. He was just standing there, hands clasped behind his back, watching her.

Goldie’s breath hitched. The vibration in her chest returned, a deep resonance like a bell being struck inside her ribs. She was the heir to a legacy older than the town, secrets her grandmother Aurelia had brought from Romania a century ago, and the stranger seemed to recognize it.

"Can I help you?" she called out. Her voice felt edged with a new, strange authority.

The man didn't move for a long moment. Then, he tilted his head, a gesture of curious acknowledgment, as if studying a rare specimen that had finally begun to show its true colors.

"Goldie! The register is chiming!"

The voice of Dorothy, her co-worker, broke the spell. Goldie blinked, her vision blurring. When she looked back at the propane tanks, the shadow was empty. The man was gone. No sound of a car, no footsteps on the gravel. Just the shimmering heat and the smell of a winter that shouldn't exist.

"Goldie?" Dorothy stuck her head out the door. "You see a ghost or something?"

"Something like that," she whispered, her fingers trembling as she touched the gold locket Aurelia had given her.

As she walked back into the station, she caught her reflection in the glass. The gold in her eyes wasn't just a ring anymore; it was spreading, eating into the hazel like an incoming tide.

The ordinary life she had clung to so fiercely was fraying at the edges. She wasn't just a gas station clerk anymore. She was a beacon. And the
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