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“Damn you, Mabel.  You’re coming with me whether you want to or not.”

The donkey planted her hooves in the pavement to stop her momentum, but her unshod feet kept slipping as she was pulled down the street by a tall cowboy on a stocky quarter horse.  Mac McKay silently cursed the long-eared animal that had evaded him for the last hour.

Cripple Creek was a gold mining town that had twice burned down.  Its latest version had been constructed in 1896 and consisted of dozens of narrow, multi-storied buildings.  Gradually, the surface gold ran out and big city life lured most of the residents away.  The donkeys came with the miners, and when the miners left, only the abandoned animals and a few hardy people kept the town alive.

Then in 1991, the state of Colorado approved gambling in three mountain towns, one of which was Cripple Creek, and it enjoyed an almost instant boom.  Entrepreneurs swooped in and bought several buildings in a row, knocked down the dividing walls, and filled them with slot machines and gaming tables.   Now, almost every structure in town was devoted to gambling or government.  But outside, the original storefronts were left standing, giving the flavor of an old Western town, straight out of a John Wayne movie. 

Mac had spent Thursday morning rounding up the small herd of donkeys that roamed free around the town all year long.  There were only about twelve adults left of the hundreds that had originally roamed the area, and one of the younger Jennies was heavily pregnant.

Most were easily persuaded to go into the corral with just the promise of a bucket of sweet feed.  But he’d had to chase this stubborn old jenny on horseback all over the countryside, across the schoolyard, and through the cemetery until he could get a rope around her scrawny neck and haul her ornery ass to the stable.

Unfortunately, that was down Bennett Ave., the main street through town.  Tourists had already started arriving for Donkey Derby Days, and they stood on the sidewalk and laughed, apparently thinking this was all part of the show.

Mac was hot and tired with sweat rolling down his back.  He volunteered his vet services every year to give the donkeys check-ups, shots, and worm medication.  So, he still had several hours of work ahead of him and was resenting every extra minute it took to get Mabel to the corral.  A farrier was already there, trimming their hooves.

A bright blue skirt and mile-long bare legs flashed across his peripheral vision, and he automatically turned toward the distraction.  She was tall and slender with long hair, so dark it was almost black, lifting from her shoulders by the breeze.  She stopped and raised her hand, shielding her eyes from the afternoon sun as she looked at him. 

Mabel decided at that moment to let out a long, plaintive bray, expressing her unhappiness to anyone within earshot.  She shook her shaggy head, trying to get rid of the rope.  When she couldn’t escape, she took control and sat down.  

Mac’s big buckskin gelding slid to a stop.  He was used to working with cattle that didn’t cooperate.  But they never sat down like Mabel, essentially making her a giant doorstop.  Mac knew his horse was strong enough to drag the contrary creature down the street on her side, but he had a feeling it wouldn’t be a good public relations move that was sure to go viral with what would appear to be animal abuse.  He didn’t want to get a call from PETA or make little kids cry, so he backed his horse up enough to create slack in the rope, then dismounted, hoping to talk some sense into Mabel.

The donkeys were accustomed to being around people, but they were still wild animals.  Mac knew that Mabel was a particularly cranky old lady and always presented a challenge.  But this year, she was worse than usual.  He stood in front of her, trying to decide what to do when the woman in the blue skirt approached.  In her hand was a baggie filled with carrot sticks.

She was even more stunning close up.  Her hair was parted on one side and swooped across her forehead and followed the curve of her cheekbone and jawline.  He was dazzled by wide-set eyes that were a bright crystal blue, startling against the darkness of her hair.  Her face appeared to be almost make-up free, and her full lips were a delicious natural shade of rose.

Struck by a sudden urge to taste those lips, Mac shook his head.  What the hell was he doing?  Standing in the middle of a street with a cantankerous donkey and staring at a woman like he’d never seen one before was definitely not his style.  Especially not with a crowd watching every move and recording it on their damn phones.

The woman pulled a couple of carrot pieces out of the bag and held them out on the palm of her hand, being careful to keep her fingers arched back so they wouldn’t get bit.  She had obviously been around animals before.

She made smoochy noises, then murmured, “Just taking a break, lady?  I brought these for my snack, but I’m willing to share them with you.”

Mabel’s nostrils twitched, and she stretched her head toward the carrots.  With velvet-soft lips, she took them off the woman’s hand, then jerked her head back while she chewed them.

“Good girl.  You like that, don’t you?”  The woman pulled out a couple more and held them out, this time a little out of Mabel’s reach.  

The donkey stretched her neck as far as she could, then snorted and shook her head in frustration when she couldn’t reach them.

“Her name is Mabel,” Mac offered softly, not wanting to break the mood.  

The woman flashed a blinding smile his way, but never took her eyes off the donkey.  “Come on, Mabel.  I’ve got plenty.  But you have to come get them.”

The donkey blew out a hot breath, then, as if she decided it was in her best interest to move, she levered to her feet.

The woman never flinched as the old jenny took a step forward and captured the prize.  

“I think she’s ready to go now, cowboy,” the woman told him. 

He nodded as he walked to his horse and remounted.  He glanced back to see the woman offering Mabel more carrots while gently stroking the animal’s dusty gray neck.  Slowly, he eased his horse forward, letting the rope tighten gradually.  The woman followed, holding out the last of the carrots.  Mabel took her first eager steps of the day to get to them.  With a final scratch on the donkey’s forehead, the woman backed up.

Mabel seemed to have found her bliss and continued to walk behind the horse.  Mac gave the woman one last look and tipped the brim of his cowboy hat toward her.  She smiled again, and melted into the crowd.

Mabel offered no more resistance and seemed happy to be reunited with her family in the corral.  After securing the gate, he unsaddled his horse and tied him off in the shade of the shed with a bucket of oats and fresh water.  He returned to the corral and started working his way through the herd.  He gave them each a thorough examination, making sure their ears were parasite-free and they were in good health.  Then he gave them their annual vaccinations and worm medication.  The pregnant jenny was doing well and possibly would deliver while she was in temporary captivity.  Most of the herd had been sterilized to control the population, but they had left a couple of the younger females and one of the jacks fertile to replenish the herd.  These wild donkeys would stay in a corral in the middle of town where the visitors could see them, take plenty of photos, and spoil them with healthy treats that one of the volunteers would provide.  

The animals that were used in the races were actually domesticated burros he had brought from his ranch.  They would also be used for giving the kids rides because the wild ones weren’t broken for riding.  Then on Sunday afternoon, he would load his donkeys back into the trailer and take them back to his ranch.  The wild ones would be freed on Monday morning so they could continue roaming the brush land and forest around the town so they could fatten up for winter.  

It was late afternoon by the time he and the farrier finished their chores.  Mac gave all the donkeys separate buckets of feed and supervised the frenzy until every animal was finished.  He dropped several bales of alfalfa hay in the corral for them to snack on and made sure their tank was full of water.  It was important to make this stressful experience as pleasant as possible for them.  

Taking care of these animals wasn’t his real job.  He was just one of the many volunteers that assembled in the small town for the annual event.  For him, it was a family commitment.  His father had handled the donkeys before him, and his grandfather before that as members of the exclusive Two-Mile-High Club.  

The rest of the year, Mac owned a busy veterinarian clinic in nearby Woodland Park, and he also helped his father with the thousand head of cattle, dozen horses, and fifteen burros that populated his family ranch.  It was always a pleasant diversion to spend the weekend in Cripple Creek.  Even though he wasn’t a big gambler, he liked to play a few hands of blackjack or poker.  

He gave Mabel one last scratch between her big, floppy ears.  The contrary old beast might have actually done him a favor.  All afternoon, the beautiful mystery woman kept sneaking into his thoughts.  Was she a local or a tourist?  He’d never seen her around before, but it was a very small town, and likely they would bump into each other again.  As far as Mac was concerned, the sooner, the better. 

He made sure the gates were securely locked just in case one of the donkeys was an escape artist or a tourist tried to get too close to the animals.  He took the back route to Quicksilver, the small bar and hotel where he was staying, to clean up.  He was starving, but the first requirement was a shower to wash off the donkey smell, as well as his own sweat and dirt, before heading out to find some food.  

He returned to Bennett Ave. where all the casinos and most of the restaurants were located.  Even though the festivities didn’t start until Saturday, tourists were already checking into the hotels to enjoy a few days of mountain air and to challenge the slot machines 

About a half block in front of him, just coming out of The Midnight Rose Casino, a familiar flick of blue caught his attention.  He was taller than most people, but the crowd was shifting and moving so he couldn’t get a good look.  He sped up his pace, winding his way around families walking four abreast on the narrow sidewalk, sometimes stepping off the curb and into the street to pass.

He had planned to go into The Rose because they had a good steakhouse, but on impulse, he decided to try to catch up to the mystery woman first.  He felt kind of foolish that he’d introduced the donkey but hadn’t asked for the woman’s name or told her his.  Maybe this weekend wouldn’t be all work!  His hunger forgotten for the moment, he followed the hot young woman who was setting the pace.

He saw her make a hard left into the Century Casino.  She disappeared into the cool interior, and Mac walked in a few steps behind.  He lost sight of her for a moment among the maze of slot machines until he saw her step up to the main cashier cage.  He didn’t want to interrupt her, so he held back, waiting for a more casual moment so it didn’t look like he was stalking her.

He sat at an end machine and pulled a dollar out of his pocket.  He fed it into the machine while watching as she waited in line until she reached the window and handed the cashier five bills.  He was too far away to see the denomination, but as the cashier counted out twenty-five bills, he guessed they must have been C notes.   

The woman picked up the pile of twenties and quickly tucked them into her purse before she left the cage area.  But instead of going to a table or slot, she immediately disappeared into the restroom.  Mac turned back to the machine and pulled down on the arm.  He preferred the old-school way over the button.  The wheels spun, then, one-by-one, clicked to a stop.  To his dismay, bells rang and an annoying melody blasted out just as the mystery woman came out of the restroom.

“Oh, honey, you hit a jackpot!” a tiny grey-haired woman sitting next to him exclaimed.

This was not exactly the kind of getting lucky he’d hoped for.  He would have walked away from a small win, but he wasn’t wealthy enough to turn down a thousand dollars.  He hit the CASH OUT button, and tapped his fingers on the machine as it took its time printing a slip of paper with his winnings while making the sound of silver dollars hitting the tray.  He yanked the ticket out of the slot and took it to the cashier, all the while trying to keep track of the mystery woman as she wound her way through the casino.

The cashier smiled and congratulated him as she counted out ten one hundred dollar bills on the counter, in full view of the numerous cameras overhead.  

“Thanks,” he said as he scooped up his winnings and turned away just as the woman exited the casino.  

Never in all his thirty years had he followed a woman with such dogged determination.  Well, maybe in high school, but that could be excused by teenage hormones.  He was well past that.

She had a head start, but she was easily spotted as she walked west toward the last large casino on the south side of the street.  Sure enough, she turned and went inside.  With long strides, he hurried down the sidewalk.  Even though it was almost four o’clock, the sun was still warm and bright, and it was a relief to step inside the cool, dark interior of the Betty May.  He was relieved to see her standing at the cashier window, but before he could approach her, she, again, ducked into the restroom.  

Out of breath, he collapsed onto a nearby stool.  Just as soon as she exited the women’s room, he was going to go up and introduce himself.  

He was surprised that his palms were sweating.  Women didn’t intimidate him, but after following her for the past two blocks, he’d had time to study her every move.  He liked the way her hips swayed as she walked and how her long, straight hair shimmered like black silk in the sunshine.  And those legs...he could just imagine how they would feel wrapped around his waist while he...

Slow down, he reprimanded himself.  You know nothing about her.  He wanted to thank her for helping with Mabel.  Plus, there was just something about her that made him want to talk to her again.

He watched as several women entered and, minutes later, exited.  Still no sign of the mystery woman.  He became concerned when ten minutes stretched to twenty.  As an older woman left the women’s restroom and headed his way, he stood up and stepped in front of her.

“Excuse me, ma’am.  My girlfriend went into the women’s room a while ago and, she hasn’t come out yet.  I’m worried about her.  Did you happen to see her in there?  Long dark brown hair and a bright blue skirt?”

The woman, clutching a small stack of slot machine slips with a death grip, looked him up and down.  “Was she sick?”

“Yes ma’am.  She said it was her stomach.”  The little white lie was worth it if she was actually sick and he could help her.

The woman shook her head, sending a halo of unnaturally yellow curls into motion.  “I’m sorry son.  No one else is in there.  I hope she’s okay.”  She patted Mac’s arm in sympathy, then hurried toward the section of penny slots.

Well, now what?  It wasn’t like he could report her missing.  The first question the cops would ask would be her name and what their relationship was.  Somehow he was certain that his stalker story and the fact that he knew nothing about her other than that she carried carrots in her purse and could charm a donkey would sound a little crazy. 

Mac gave it another ten minutes, then walked away, hungry and disappointed.  After his initial concern, he came to the conclusion that she must have exited the restroom, and he’d just missed her.  Oh well, the shroud of mystery surrounding her would go unsolved.

He left and walked the short distance to the Quicksilver Bar and Hotel where he was staying.  The hot shower felt good and washed away about a pound of dirt and sweat.  Lying naked on his bed, he realized how bone-tired he was.  Maybe he should just stay in and eat at the Quicksilver.  He hung out in his room and caught up on the news on television before finally deciding to go back out.  Besides, he was hoping he might bump into the mystery woman again.  That was one of the advantages of being in a small town.

It was already dark, but the street was bright with the gaudy LED lights on the front of all the casinos.  Since the Betty May was the closest, he returned there.  Plus, it was the last place he’d seen her.  He crossed the casino floor, heading for the Italian restaurant in the back.  He’d eaten there before so he knew it was good.  Plus, almost all the casinos had a steak option, so he could decide once he got there.

An hour later, full, but not satisfied because he couldn’t get the woman off his mind, he decided to stick around and play a few hands of blackjack before going back to the stables to make sure the donkeys were settled for the night.  The thousand dollars he’d won earlier was burning a hole in his pocket, so he sat down at the first blackjack table that had an empty chair.

A middle-aged man with a round face and bald head who looked like a garden gnome was standing behind the table, dealing the cards out of a multi-deck shoe.  When the current hand ended, Mac pulled a one hundred dollar bill out of his pocket and placed it on the table.

“Breaking a hundred,” the dealer called to the pit boss who barely glanced their way.  The dealer counted out colored chips, fanned so the cameras overhead could see, then straightened them into stacks and pushed them across the table toward Mac.

A sexy blonde was sitting to Mac’s right and an elderly woman with shrewd blue eyes belying her advanced age was on his left.  He was well aware that both women had an immediate attraction to him, the blonde eyeing his body and the older woman admiring his impressive stack of chips. 

The dealer, whose badge identified him as Stuart, flipped cards face-up into the rectangular markings on the felt in front of each player, then followed with a second card.  He went from person to person until everyone either busted or beat the dealer’s hand.  Mac pulled back the twenty dollars in chips he won and left his original twenty dollar bet on the table.  The hands continued for the next fifteen minutes with Mac winning more than he lost.

A woman stepped up behind Stuart, signifying it was time for his break.  He fanned the cards, held up his hands and walked away.  The woman stepped forward, and when Mac looked up from counting his chips, he nearly fell off his stool. 

Her long hair was tucked under a black pageboy wig with a beaded band around it and a long red ostrich feather stuck in the side.  Her dress was short, black and consisted of top to bottom rows of flashy fringe that swayed provocatively every time she moved.  It was held up by thin glittery straps and cut low, revealing a generous curve of cleavage on top and long, fishnet-covered legs below.

“Stuart told me this is a lively table,” she said in a voice that was low and husky.

Mac felt it vibrate through him all the way down to the pit of his stomach.  It perfectly matched her sultry looks.  He couldn’t believe his good luck because it was the woman he’d been following all afternoon.  And she was very much alive and well.
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CHAPTER 2
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“Where are you all from? She asked as she reformed the fanned cards into a stack and started shuffling them.

Most were from Denver or Colorado Springs and one young man was from Texas.  Mac was the last to speak up, intentionally waiting so she would look directly at him.  When she finally did, his breath caught in his throat.  Her eyes were even bluer than he’d remembered, and there was a friendly sparkle that showed she enjoyed working with people.  But there was also an intelligence that gave him the impression she was peering into his very soul, measuring and categorizing him.

“Why, it’s the cowboy!” she exclaimed, grouping all the cards into one stack.  “How’s Mabel?”

“She’s doing fine.  I guess all she needed was a little snack.”

“You know how we women get when our blood sugar drops.  I’m that way with chocolate.”  She laughed, a deep, throaty sound that he could have listened to for hours.

He glanced up at her nametag.  “Abby is it?” he asked with a friendly grin.  

She nodded as she held out a red plastic card to him and pushed the deck forward.  He slid the card in the middle, and she cut it, then replaced the cards in the shoe before turning to the first person at the table and starting the deal.  She focused on the cards until each person had two, then she looked back at the first person.

She had fascinated him for hours, and now that she was less than three feet away, Mac could barely concentrate on anything but her.  Of course, he didn’t want to be so uncool as to get caught staring at her, so he studied his two tens as if he couldn’t decide what to do.  

“Split ‘em,” he finally said, looking up at her from under the brim of his dun-colored felt Stetson when it was his turn.  He pushed enough chips forward to double the bet.

“Split the pair?  Really?”  Abby’s eyes widened in disbelief.

“No one splits dimes, cowboy,” the blonde stated with authority and took the opportunity to playfully lean against him in a much more intimate gesture than it actually was.  The constant flow of free beer and booze broke down the normal physical boundaries among the six strangers at the table, but he intentionally ignored the nudge.  Whatever energy he had left after dancing with donkeys all day, he wasn’t about to waste it on anyone other than the beautiful brunette across from him.  

Mac shifted enough to put some distance between him and the blonde and tapped his fingers on the green felt near his cards.  For some reason, it was very important that she not get the wrong idea about him and the blonde.

“Hit me,” Mac confirmed.  

Abby gave him a wry smile.  “It’s your money.”

Mac could tell she wasn’t sure if he was a total amateur or just a truly clueless player.  “I’m feeling lucky,” he told her.  Again, he tapped the table.

She shrugged and reached toward him to slide the two tens apart so they were side-by-side, signifying his two new hands.  Her fingers pulled the next card out of the shoe and with flare, she dropped it hallway on top of his first ten.

It was an ace of clubs.

The old woman to his left nodded her approval.  “Lucky bastard.” 

“Blackjack pays the cowboy thirty bucks,” she announced loud enough for the pit boss to hear.  She took two chips, a green one and a red one out of her tray and placed it next to his twenty dollar bet.  She fanned them on the felt so the pit boss and cameras could verify the payout.  She scooped up the first set of cards and dumped them in the discard stack.

Mac was usually a very conservative gambler, and he knew better than to split tens.  But as he had stated, he felt lucky tonight.  Everyone at the table focused on the next card that she pulled from the shoe.  

Abby slapped it ceremoniously on top of the remaining ten.

“Ace!” the blonde squealed, as excited as if it had been her hand.

Mac smiled and nodded at the mystery woman, his eyebrows lifted triumphantly.

Abby repeated the payout process.  As he reached out for his chips, his fingers accidentally touched hers as she was gathering in his cards.  A jolt shot through him as if he’d grabbed a hot wire.  Both of them froze for a few seconds, her blue eyes startled as if the current had passed through her, too.

She jerked the cards away, a little more roughly than was necessary.

It was then that Mac noticed the sparkle of a plain gold band on the ring finger of her left hand.  His heart plummeted.  If she was married, that was a definite deal breaker.

“That was amazing,” the blonde gushed and attached herself to his arm.  “What are the odds?”

An older man, sitting in the number one position, wearing glasses and dressed in a classic button-down shirt spoke up.  “Actually the odds aren’t that bad.  Once every two hundred and twenty-one times any two cards of the same face value will come up.”

“Great.  Now we have to wait another two hundred and twenty hands for it to happen again,” the old woman grumbled. 

“Place your bets,” Abby said, clearly trying to get the game back on track.

The game continued with Mac continuing to increase his bets and take ridiculous chances...and winning.  The pit boss noticed and began hanging out behind Abby more than before, keeping a closer eye on things.

“Feeling pretty good about yourself, cowboy?”  Abby asked as she paid out another blackjack on a one hundred dollar bet with a black chip and two green ones.  

“John McKay, but everyone calls me Mac,” he told her.  “And yes I am.  I’ve never done so well.”

“You’re sucking up all the blackjacks,” the old lady pointed out with a peevish frown.

“I’m sorry.”  He was genuinely regretful that she had been consistently losing and her pile of chips was down to five reds.  It wasn’t because of his artful playing.  It had truly been an unusual run of luck, which actually started earlier at the slot machine when he was following Abby.  

The old woman tapped her fingers near her cards, an eight and a four.

Abby delivered the next card.  A face card.  The elderly lady pushed back from the table and shook her head.  “Ouch.”

“Sorry ma’am,” Abby said as she raked up the lady’s five dollar bet and her three cards.

The woman gathered up her few remaining chips.  “I think it’s time I headed home anyway.”  

Abby was about to start a new hand when a new dealer stepped up behind her.  He was a thin young man who looked like he wasn’t old enough to take a seat at the table.  He, too, was dressed as if he had come straight from the movie set of The Great Gatsby.  

The staff of the Betty May Casino took every opportunity to play homage to the casino’s namesake.  There were photos of her posted all around the room, and her magical life story was printed on the back of the menus.  A local girl who made the big time, Betty May left the gold mining town in the early 1920’s and traveled west to Hollywood where she gained a respectable level of fame.  She starred in seventeen films, some silent and some talkies and never returned to Cripple Creek except for an occasional visit.  Someone stumbled on her history when the building was being turned into a casino and thought the whole Roaring Twenties era would make an interesting theme.  They adapted the flapper dresses, that had been so popular back then, for the female dealers and employees and dressed the men like Leonardo DiCaprio in the film based on the F. Scott Fitzgerald book.  The whole speakeasy theme set the Betty May apart from the other casino’s more predictable western or Vegas themes.

“Ladies, gentlemen. This is Gregory, and he’ll be taking care of you for the next thirty minutes.”  Abby took the cards out of the shoe and the discard pile and fanned them on the table just as Stuart had done before her.  She turned to Gregory and pointed toward Mac.  “The cowboy is playing against the odds...and he’s hot.”  Her cheeks colored at the unintentional implication.  She rushed to add, “Maybe you can cool down his winning streak.  And the guy on the end.  He’s counting cards, but he’s not very good at it.”  She winked at the older man whose glasses had slid down to the end of his nose.

Gregory leaned toward Abby and whispered.  “Mr. Painter wants to see you in his office...now.”

Abby’s smile thinned, and concern darkened her eyes.  Without another word, she walked away.

Gregory looked at the older man’s small stack of chips and nodded.  “Maybe your luck will change now that I’m here.”  He began the process of shuffling the three decks of cards.

Mac barely noticed as he watched Abby walk away.  As was the fashion in the twenties, her dress dropped straight from the loose bust line to the fringed hem, but it did nothing to hide her very attractive physique.  The style was supposed to make women have a more androgynous look, but the curve of her ass and the fullness of her breasts looked anything but boyish. 

“Place your bets,” Gregory announced, jerking Mac’s attention back to the game.

He played a few hands, but it just wasn’t as much fun with Gregory.  When Abby left, she’d taken the warmth...and his luck.  After running through three losing hands in a row, Mac dropped his bet back to twenty dollars, just trying to kill some time until Abby came back from her break.  She had seemed upset about her summons to her boss’s office, and Mac was concerned.  What if she got sent home early or to another part of the casino?  He had hoped to ask her out for a drink after her shift.

“I’m Callie.”  The blonde reached out to shake his hand.

Mac shook her hand politely
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