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      Rather than pull up to the front of the establishment, Bettis pulled over and parked on the side of the road. He pointed out the front windshield.

      “There it is. The Gingerbread House.”

      Al peered at the wildly colored building less than a dozen meters away. As he stared at it, another car drove past them and stopped directly across from the elaborate portico. A rotund gentleman exited from the back seat of the car and walked up to the single door. A quick rap on it, and the door opened by someone Al couldn’t see, letting the man inside. At the same time, the guy’s vehicle moved on, exiting the dense woods via the narrow, circular road that headed off in a different direction.

      “They come in and go out, but never pass one another,” he muttered. “One way in and one way out so no one else knows who’s here.”

      Bettis nodded. “Just another way to ensure anonymity.”

      “The place doesn’t look that big,” Al noted.

      “It’s bigger than you realize. Wait until you go inside.” The man cast him a hooded look. “You are going inside, right?”

      Al softly growled. “I’m almost at the point where I don’t know if I can believe all the hype I’ve heard about this place.”

      Bettis rolled his eyes. “Have I ever steered you wrong before?”

      Al had to admit the man hadn’t. Not in all the years they’d been friends.

      Bettis pointed again at the place. “This deep in the woods, they’re not tied to any jurisdiction. No kingdom can claim its hold on them. They answer to no one but themselves. And, believe me, if anyone tries to cross one of Mimi’s girls, they’s have a shit-ton of hurt coming to them.”

      “All that for some prime pussy?” Al quipped.

      “Not prime,” Bettis corrected him. “More like…once in a lifetime.”

      Al scoffed again at the claim. “And you honestly believe I’ll get my money’s worth?”

      “You’ll get more than your money’s worth,” his friend promised. “You’ll come back for more. Hell, you’ll beg for more.”

      Al snorted. “That’ll be the day.”

      “I know you’re cynical, and you have every right to be,” Bettis replied. “I would be, too, if every fawning female who’d promised me unearthly delights turned out to be nothing but a gold-digging fraud.”

      “It’s not the fraud part that underwhelmed me,” Al stated. “It was the fact that they were only in on it for their own gratification. And for how much coin they could get out of it. They expected me to make it short and sweet. Shoot my wad and then listen to them ooh and aww about how virile I am.” He snorted in disgust. “I get more pleasure out of jacking off to Alice in Wonderland pornos.”

      “Well, as I’ve said before, I have it on absolute authority that this place has the one woman who’ll turn your life inside out, then leave you begging for more.”

      “I got two gold coins that say you’re delusional,” Al offered with a partial grin.

      “And I got three coins that say you won’t just get your rocks off big time, but you might end up wanting seconds. Hell, thirds!”

      “Bett, if that happens, I’ll gladly pay that debt,” Al promised.

      His friend chuckled as he drove the car back onto the road and advanced toward the building. “Remember, ask for Red. That’s the woman I’ve heard is the one you want attending to you. Don’t let them try to foist someone else on you. Demand you get Red.”

      “What if she’s already taken for the evening?”

      “Chances are she won’t be. The madam only gives her to the most discriminating customers.”

      “By discriminating, you mean to the man who has the most to offer?” Al surmised.

      “Hey, we both know money talks.” Bettis threw him another glance. “That, and your looks.”

      Al glanced down at himself. “Is that why you wanted me to dress like this?” He eyed what he referred to as his elegant casual attire. Like he’d been wearing a tux but had stripped off his jacket and tie, leaving him in his pants, vest, and shirt. The outfit wasn’t uncomfortable, and he knew he looked good in it. But to wear it to a brothel?

      The man drew the car up to the front door and stopped. “Go. Get out of here and go have yourself a good time. I’ll be back in the morning.”

      Al paused with his hand on the vehicle door latch to give the man a scathing look. “You have that much confidence? That I won’t be needing you until morning?”

      “Four gold coins,” Bettis answered with a grin.

      Al shook his head. “You’re out of your fucking mind. All right. I’ll give this Red her best shot. But if I’m not satisfied, I’m calling you to come get me. I don’t give a shit what time of the night it is!”

      “Five gold coins!”

      “And also remind me that I pay you too damn much!” Growling, Al exited the car, slamming the door behind him, and strolled up the simple paved stone walkway. As he got closer to the building, he caught the scent of freshly baked gingerbread and the sweet tangy aroma of the gumdrops that were embedded in the masonry. For a second, he paused to take in the smells.

      “This place is really made out of gingerbread,” he murmured.

      The front door itself was made of sticks of rock candy. The latch appeared to be some kind of hard candy, as well. He guessed butterscotch because of its golden sheen. But not being able to lick a finger to find out what kind meant that little bit of information would remain a mystery.

      A small sliding peephole in the door suddenly opened before he had the chance to knock. A man Al guessed might be the bouncer glared at him.

      “What’s your business here?”

      Al raised an eyebrow. “I’m here to see Red, if that’s all right with you.”

      The guy grunted as his gaze dropped a bit to take in Al’s appearance. Without saying another word, the peephole closed and the door opened.

      Al checked behind him and noticed Bettis had already taken off in the car. Realizing he didn’t have much choice, he stepped inside, prepared to be faced with the same scenario he’d always met whenever he visited a house of ill repute. This place, however, was different. There were no half-naked females flouncing themselves in front of prospective clientele. No engaged couples hiding in the shadows, behind large potted plants or in discreet alcoves meant for salacious activities.

      No. This time he faced a small yet empty foyer.

      He took a few tentative sniffs. The place smelled…clean. Not musky. Not awash with sweaty bodies, or cologne, or burning candles meant to disguise the odor of sex.

      He began to have his doubts.

      “First time here?” the guard gruffly inquired.

      Al turned to face him. “Yes.”

      The guard nodded. “Before you go any further, hold out your arms so I can pat you down. I don’t know you, and since you said this was your first time here, I gotta job to do.”

      “Of course.”

      The guy was thorough. When he encountered Al’s waistband where he kept his money, the guard eyed him.

      “I can’t very well keep coin in my pants pocket, now, can I?” Al quipped.

      “I’ll go get Mimi. Help yourself to some wine,” the man offered, then vanished into a side room.

      Al spotted the small cart sitting against a far wall. Judging by the color of the contents in the tall decanters, he grabbed the one with the dark red liquor and poured himself a generous amount in one of the available glasses. Before he had the chance to raise the drink to his lips, a throaty female voice behind him spoke.

      “So you want to see Red tonight?”

      Al turned around to find a full-figured older woman. Again, he was surprised by the pleasant expression on her face. Normally the matrons of these kinds of establishment wore a stern, all-business countenance.

      “Yes. Yes, I do,” he managed to reply.

      The woman clasped her hands in front of the simple yet elegant gown she wore. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Mister…”

      “Just call me Al. Last names are irrelevant here, are they not?” He tilted his head at her as he waited to see how she’d react.

      Strangely enough, the woman smiled. “As you wish, Al. You can call me Mimi. And before you ask, yes, I’m the proprietor here.”

      He finally took a sip of his drink. He didn’t try to hide his appreciation for the beverage. “That has to be the best cabernet I’ve tasted in a long time.”

      “Glad you like it, Al. Now…”

      Al interrupted her. “As for you having to disappoint me, let me assure you I have enough coin to pay for her…services. In fact, if I find her to be more than pleasing to me, I’m willing to pay you double for the opportunity to spend the entire evening with her.”

      Mimi’s eyes widened. “Al…”

      “No. Make that triple the price,” Al amended.

      Her eyes suddenly narrowed. “Do you have that much coin on you?” she tersely inquired.

      “Do I need to pay you now?” After first taking another swallow, he set the glass on the side table and reached inside his cummerbund.

      The woman held up a hand. “We’ll settle up shortly, Al. Mitchem assures me you’re…well endowed.” She added a knowing smirk to her remark.

      Al understood why. The guard probably had a good idea how much he was carrying after frisking him. He also caught the woman’s sly comment. He couldn’t tell if the madam had intended to let it slip when she mentioned settling his bill later, and hoped it meant what he wanted it to mean.

      “Then I take it Red is available?”

      “I’ll let you know,” Mimi told him. “Have a seat. This won’t take long.” Not waiting for him to comment, she
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