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      To all the readers who enjoy a new spin on fey beings. May a leprechaun find you and give you gold.
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      New York City - 1910

      

      Abigail Westmorland entered the tenement house and began to climb the rickety staircase to her third-floor apartment. The reek of cabbage, forever hung in the air, along with the scents of hopelessness and despair. So many of her neighbors had come to America looking for a better life but instead found the rumored gold-paved streets in reality a tarnished bronze.

      Noise rose from the other apartments—rooms really since they were no bigger than her suite had been in the family mansion. The frustrated cries of children, the harried sound of a mother trying to shush them, all blended into a chaotic soup that lately made the music of her life.

      She let herself into the cramped room she called home, weary from a day of monotonous work. Her fingers and forearms ached from the repetitive banging of the typewriter keys.  But how could she complain when the employment allowed her to be self-sufficient? The work was tedious, but it provided her with the means to put food in her belly and a roof over her head. For that, she was well and truly grateful.

      It had not always been so. She’d been born to rank and privilege. Everything she wanted or desired hers for the asking. Reality had shifted both swiftly and bitterly that one fateful day six months before.

      She unwound the scarf from around her neck, hanging it on a nail by the door. The room was sparse but clean. Her only mementoes from the past were a few framed photographs of her family and some old ball gowns that no longer served a purpose. She’d thought about selling them, seeing how much they might fetch even if a few seasons out of date. The material was still good and of the highest quality. However, her broke at the prospect of getting rid of one more thing from her former life.

      The months since her parents died wore heavy on her. So much had changed, it seemed as if life before had all been a sweet dream. Their death merely marked her waking to the stench-filled, din-riddled reality of life.

      She kept on her coat while she built a small fire in the coal stove. A fierce March wind blew past the window, rattling the glass in the frame. She hunkered down into her coat collar to escape the chill that moved through the apartment.

      On the way home, the clouds had hung heavy with the threat of snow. The force of the gale suggested a late season blizzard was on its way. The weather, like life, proved often to be unpredictable.

      She struck a match, lighting the tinder she placed in the stove before leaving for work that morning. It helped to speed the process in the bitter evenings.

      When the room finally warmed, she removed her coat and hung it on the hook with her scarf.

      Her stomach rumbled, but she was too tired after her long day to cook anything for a proper meal. She had meant to stop off at the bakery and purchase a meat pie, but had been so focused on getting home before the snow started, she’d walked by the bakeshop without a second thought.

      After placing a kettle on for tea, she sat at the little table near the stove to slice some crusty bread and hard cheese. Six months ago, this wouldn’t have even been considered a light repast, let alone constitute an entire meal. No, every evening the Westmorlands dined on the finest cuisine, dressed in the height of fashion, and entertained the most elegant guests.

      It seemed eons ago.

      She scooped tea into a cracked pot she’d found at a little shop that sold used goods. Most of her items were purchased in that manner. The lot of them chipped, dented, or mismatched. Pickiness was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Functionality and price were the only concerns now.

      The water boiled and she poured it into the pot, then swirled it around. Hard to believe she had learned so much about caring for herself in so short a time.

      It was either that, live a life of degradation, or die. The suitors who had once flocked to the family parlor had abandon her the moment they heard of her parents’ death, and father’s shame.

      Another swirl and she poured the tea into a cup that reminded her of one they had used in the breakfast room.

      A knock on the door startled her. Tea splashed over the cup rim as she started to take a sip. She lowered the cup back to the saucer and glowered at the door.

      No one ever visited her unless they were creditors trying to squeeze money out of her to cover the debts her father left behind.

      Abigail brushed the tea from her hands, as she walked to the door.

      “Who is it?” She held one hand on the doorknob and the other against the lock.

      “Mrs. Schenko. You have a visitor, dear.”

      The tenement owner, a widow who lived in the apartment on the bottom floor, stood at the door. Her gray streaked hair was pulled back from her face in a tight bun. Her serviceable clothing was starched and her shoes durable. However, her no-nonsense manner hid a generous heart.

      “You may meet with him in my parlor.”

      “Him?” Abigail frowned.

      Most definitely a creditor. They’re the only men who ever bother to call on me.

      The entire system was wrong. No justice prevailed for survivors of those who lived in debt. She had not been the one who gambled them into destitution or asked the family to live beyond their means. She also was not the one who hid such perfidy from the rest of the family.  Yet, she had been the victim.

      Continued to be the victim.

      The creditors had come calling the second the news broke that her parents had gone down on the Waratah last July and hadn’t stopped until she had nothing left to give. They would have sold her into servitude to make back what her father owed if it had been allowed.

      Abigail closed her door behind her.

      As they made their way back down the steps, Mrs. Schenko turned to look over her shoulder with a disapproving frown. “It’s unbecoming for a young lady to meet a gentleman in her rooms all alone. And you such a pretty bit of a thing. Men get ideas in their head.” She held one finger, bent from arthritis, up in the air and pointed to her temple. “You listen to me. I know of what I speak. I used to be quite the beauty in my day.”

      Abigail smiled.

      “I assure you, Mrs. Schenko, I have no intention of ever meeting any man in my rooms.”

      Or outside them for that matter.

      Her father’s duplicitous behavior had cured Abigail of any romantic notions or possible involvements.  For all his protestations of love, he’d been buying them deeper into debt every single day of his life. That wasn’t love—it was pure selfishness.

      Mrs. Schenko directed Abigail to the front parlor.

      “Miss Westmorland,” she announced.

      Abigail glanced at the man standing in the back of the room, looking at the wall hangings. Sparse pictures and needlepoint samplers covered walls in desperate need of fresh paint. There was something familiar about his stance and the elegant cut of his dark suit. “Mr. Dawkins?” Abigail nodded to him in greeting.

      The last time she’d seen him was on the day her grandmother’s will had been read. Grandma Rose, her father’s mother, had passed away in her sleep a year and a day ago. Five months before her parents were lost. Thank the good Lord above, Rose Westmorland had not lived to see what became of her granddaughter.

      Abigail straightened the front of her skirt. Her plain white blouse and black skirt identified her as one of the working class—a typist in one of the big offices downtown. It was a far cry from the fashionable frocks of a year ago. However, her position was a respectable one and she had no reason to feel ashamed for supporting herself.

      She held her head high and indicated a chair. “Won’t you have a seat, sir?”

      “Thank you.” He sat down and placed his briefcase on his lap. “You are no doubt wondering why I’m here.”

      She nodded. “And how you found me.”

      “That was not at all easy. You have hidden yourself well.” He glanced around the room, no doubt calculating how far she’d fallen.

      “It was not by choice, I assure you. But by necessity.” Young women, raised in society, were taught to entertain and accommodate their rich and powerful husbands. They were not taught how to survive on their own.

      But she had.

      Alone and scared, she’d managed to find employment and a place to live. Thank God, she’d had employable skills when she’d insisted on learning how to type. Of course, her mother had thought her mad for wanting to take up that particular type of keyboard. Fine ladies were supposed to only learn the black and white ivory ones in order to entertain.

      Pride straightened her spine.

      “I hope what I have come to deliver will change your fortune.” He dug liver-spotted hands into his briefcase and removed a thick envelope bound by string. “As per your grandmother’s instructions, I have held this in trust for you until this time.”

      Abigail took the envelope. It was heavier than it appeared.

      “Her only instructions other than the time of dispensation, were for you to never share the information of this packet with your parents.” A solemn expression filled his dark eyes. “My condolences, Miss Westmorland. These past few months could not have been easy for you.”

      A lump formed in her throat. She shook her head and fingered the seal on the packet. “No.”

      Still, the path she had traveled had forced her to see those things she’d refused to by living behind sheltered walls with servants to care for her every need. The poor existed, but she had never taken the time in her fanciful life to give them much thought.

      Now, they occupied the forefront of her mind.

      One false step in the wrong direction, and she could be one of them. She was almost there.

      Mr. Dawkins stood. “I wish you luck, Miss Westmorland.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Dawkins.”

      After seeing him to the front door, Abigail returned to her room to look through the contents of the mysterious inheritance.

      The remains of her meager meal forgotten, she sat at the table and turned the package over to look at the seal. She touched the wax, embossed in a family crest, and it broke in her hand.

      She reached inside and pulled the contents out, fanning them in a half circle before her. Along with a stack of letters penned in Grandma Rose’s hand was a small, flat, Cherrywood jewel case. Surely, her grandmother had not left her more jewelry. The heirlooms she had received a year ago as part of the inheritance from her grandmother were all tucked away under a loose floorboard. Though she no longer had reason to wear them, she could not bear to part with the baubles. Not even to sell them for food.

      She picked up the box and pried off the lid. Inside, against a black velvet lining, sat a large gold coin. It was like nothing she had ever seen. The inscriptions on the side were in a language unknown to her. In the center, a tree spiraled upward, reaching to the sun.

      She stroked a finger over the words. Light flickered like the heart of a flame. Shocked, Abigail dropped the coin on the table. The illumination died.

      Cautiously this time, she poked at the edges. Nothing happened.

      She picked it up again. Holding it in her cupped palm, she stroked the inscription. This time the light shot out in all directions, twirling as if searching for direction.

      “Grandma, what did you find?”
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      Gold!

      Venn smelled it on the air. He dragged in a deeper breath, letting the honeyed scent roll around in his head. The potent pull of it centered on his tongue, teasing his palate.

      Energy cascaded through his veins, igniting an urgency to take, possess.

      This wasn’t just any gold either. It was the lost cache of the king.

      His hands curled into fists.

      For years, he’d tracked the pot of gold lost to the wiles of one Edmond Westmorland. One stupid mistake, he’d made. A bit of twisted logic left unchecked, and the proper right of kingship had slipped from Venn’s hands. He had to reclaim the gold or give up the throne to his cousin, Lachlan. That black-hearted whoreson could take the leprechaun throne.

      Damn and blast King Ailill for making the succession into a contest. A way to punish Venn for letting his nature get the better of him when dealing with mortals. Lesson learned. However, that would be of little consequence if the throne fell to Lachlan.

      Venn would give his life to save the throne and his people from his cousin’s clutches. He’d not let it fall into the hands of the dark fey. Ever!

      Just as suddenly as the sensation began, it shut off. The locator coin must have been sealed in a box for him to lose the scent for so long. But now he had caught it again and knew the coin remained in New York
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