
  
    [image: Operation Glass Slipper]
  


  
    
      Operation Glass Slipper

      
        NOIR FAIRY TALES

        BOOK FIVE

      

    

    
      
        LINDA MOONEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Music And Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      OPERATION GLASS SLIPPER

      Copyright © 2025 by Linda Mooney

      ISBN 978-1-953797-53-7

      Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

      Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.

      No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.

      Editor: Chelly Peeler

      Cover Art: Dawné Dominique

      

      Other books in this series:

      The Case of the Tormented Troll

      Malevolent Intent

      The Golden Heist

      Robbery on the High Seas

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Customer

      

      She was in the middle of kneading bread dough when Rhoda came flying into the kitchen.

      “Marybeth! Stop what you’re doing and go work the front counter!” the young woman snapped. Without explaining why, her stepsister exited the bakery via the rear door.

      Marybeth watched her leave, knowing full well that her stepsister intended on taking a smoke break, which meant a thirty minute or longer break instead of the fifteen minutes she personally was allowed. Sighing, she wiped the excess flour from her hands and lower arms and hurried from the rear of the shop to go up front.

      Lucinda, her other stepsister, was waiting on a customer. Two more people were patiently waiting to place their orders. Of course, her stepmother was sitting in the back office and watching everything through the one-way mirror rather than getting off her fat ass to come assist.

      “Don’t let it get to you,” she murmured to herself. The simple phrase was her daily mantra and had been since her father died a few years ago. She pasted a smile on her face and went up to the counter. “Who’s next?”

      A skinny wolf in a three-piece suit moved forward. “I’ll have three pigs in a blanket, please.”

      “Yes, sir!” she cheerfully responded, reaching for a bag to put them in. By the time she finished ringing him up, Lucinda was taking care of the last customer. She waited until the non-Static left the store before turning to go back to the kitchen when a gruff voice angrily spoke up.

      “Hey! How about checking down here? Better yet, get a stepstool for this place so those of us with height issues can take turns standing on it so you can see us better. Or put a damn mirror up in that corner.”

      She got up on tiptoe to peer over the top of the display case. A definitely pissed dwarf glared back at her.

      “Thanks for speaking up,” she said, gracing him with her best fake smile. “Thank you for the reminder and forgive me for the slight. What can I help you with?”

      “How about some of them tarts, toots?”

      “What kind would you like?”

      “Got any of those cherry ones?”

      She checked the tray that sat on the top shelf. Of course, the dwarf wouldn’t be able to see that the tray was empty. Just the small sign that identified the pastry. Marybeth frowned. They were supposed to remove empty trays and either stack them on the back counter or drop them off in the kitchen. Leaving them in the display case often led their shorter customers to believe the confection was still available.

      Luckily, she had just removed another dozen cherry tarts from the oven.

      She grabbed the empty tray, keeping it at shoulder level so the dwarf wouldn’t be aware it was empty. “You’re in luck, sir! I have some fresh, hot cherry tarts cooling down in the back. Unless you’d rather have one of these stale ones.” She eyed the man, waiting for the answer she knew she’d get.

      “Yeah. Gimme one of the fresh ones,” he replied.

      “Great! Just give me a sec,” she chirped and rushed through the swinging doors to fetch it. Snagging the full baking sheet, she carried it out to the front and set it on the counter. “Here you go. Just the one?”

      The dwarf caught a snootful of the freshly baked tarts. “Let’s make it two,” he requested and held up two fingers.

      “Two cherry tarts, coming up!”

      When he was taken care of, she double-checked to make sure there were no other customers waiting, tall or short. Seeing the coast was clear for the time being, she turned toward the batwing doors to continue working on the hot cross buns when she heard the familiar jangle of the bell above the front door’s transom.

      Marybeth let out a soft groan when she noticed Lucinda had also ditched the store, leaving her to handle both the front counter and the baking in the back. Again. It was beginning to be a regular occurrence. She briefly wondered if her other stepsister was hiding in the office, or if she’d gone to take an extended smoke break with the other one.

      “Don’t let it get to you.”

      Pasting another smile on her face, she whirled around to take care of the newcomer.

      Her smile dropped from her lips and her eyes widened at the sight of the well-dressed young man who was perusing the goods. She’d never seen him before, and she was familiar with the locals and the shop’s frequent customers.

      This guy was neither.

      She started to greet him when he glanced up and gave her a warm smile she felt all the way to her toes.

      “Hi. We were passing by, and I caught the most delicious aroma from this place. So I had my driver turn around and bring me here to see what smelled so good.”

      She vaguely caught the “my driver” bit as the image of his face burned into her brain. “Well, welcome to Queen of Hearts Tarts. It was probably the tarts you smelled.”

      The man brightened. “Tarts? What kind of tarts?”

      “Cherry.”

      “Wowsers. I love cherry tarts. Do you have any left?”

      She tore her gaze away from the man to look at the tray still sitting on top of the nearby counter. “Yes, sir. And they’re still warm from the oven.”

      Noticing where she was staring, he walked over to peer down at the remaining pastries. “Let me buy one now.”

      “Sure thing!” She reached over to grab a bag to put it in when the man waved it away.

      “I don’t need a bag. Just roll it in a napkin. I’m eating it here.”

      She plucked a couple of napkins from the dispenser and went to snag a tart. As she was about to hand it to him, he held out a bill to pay for it. Thanking him, she walked around the counter to ring up the sale and count out his change when he stopped her.

      “Ho dit!” he ordered around his mouthful and wagged a finger in the direction of the tray. “Go ahead and…” He paused long enough to swallow. “Bag up the rest of those for me, would you?”

      She couldn’t help but give him a doubtful eye. “All of them?”

      “Yes. If you would, please.”

      She hastily counted the remaining tarts and did the math in her head. “That’ll be⁠—”

      “I got it,” he interrupted. “Don’t worry. These are so damn good. Who made these?” His eyes raked over her while she loaded up several bags. “Did you make these?”

      Marybeth smiled with embarrassment when the man continued.

      “I’m going to have my driver take note of this place. Do you deliver?”

      “Uhh, no. Sorry.”

      He shook his head. “Sad. But it’s not a problem.” Popping the rest of the tart into his mouth, he chewed in obvious delight.

      Marybeth pointed to his face, then to the side of her mouth. “You have cherry filling⁠—”

      “Do I?” He swiped it with his napkin, then looked at the sheet. “Did I get it all?”

      “Yep. You’re good to go. And here are the rest of those tarts. Just don’t try to eat them all at one sitting. We don’t sell antacids,” she teased.

      The young man snorted and produced another bill to pay for them. “Problem is, I just might try to do that. Bet they taste excellent with a cup of joe. Oh, and keep the change.”

      “I guarantee they do.” She held up the bill. “And thank you for coming by.” Lowering her voice, she whispered in a conspiratorial tone. “Try to make it on Tuesday. I make miniature pies on that day. I’ve been told my apple ones are to die for.”

      He threw her another smile. “I bet they are. Well, I need to run. Can’t be late for my meeting.” Cradling the bags in one arm, he opened the front door but stopped to turn back to her. “You haven’t seen the last of me,” he promised and left, the transom bell ringing in his wake.

      Marybeth dropped the smile to stare wistfully out the shop’s front window and watch the shiny black vehicle pull away from the curb and drive off. She desperately wanted to run up there to see which way he went, but the shop was empty of customers and she still had a lot of work to do before she could call it a day.
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      Anticipation

      

      Charles set the bags of tarts on the seat next to him and stretched out his legs. He caught his driver checking him out via the rearview mirror.

      “What?”

      “Whatever you got in there sure smells good,” Rogert commented, earning a snort from his employer.

      Reaching inside a bag, Charles discovered the girl had also stuffed some napkins inside. He used one to snag a tart and handed it to the man.

      “Thanks. Hey, it’s still warm.”

      “Wait until we’ve arrived and you’re parked somewhere before eating it.” Noting the driver’s quizzical look, Charles explained with a grin. “Those things are so good, you might drive us off the road.”

      “I thought you were going to tell me you didn’t want me dripping filling on the seat and steering wheel.”

      Chuckling, Charles stared out the side window as they proceeded toward the municipal building. Instead of focusing on the meeting he was about to attend, he couldn’t take his mind off the young woman who’d waited on him.

      Other than her piercing blue eyes, he knew nothing else about her. She’d had no name tag, and the bonnet she wore covered up her hair. There’d been a streak of flour on her cheek. That and the apron had led him to believe she was one of the cooks. Her confession confirmed his suspicion. Even better was when she admitted she’d made the tarts, and he had no reason to doubt her. In fact, she appeared to be the only person working there.

      “Next time I go, I’ll ask her for her name.” Another idea hit him, widening his smile. “I wonder if I can convince her to come work for me?”

      “Sir?”

      He shook his head. “I need to find out who that girl is. The one who waited on me. She’s the one who made these tarts. I’m thinking of going back there and asking her for her name…and if she’d like to come work for me.”

      Rogert didn’t reply, but Charles noticed how the man kept shooting him sly glances. It was evident what the driver was thinking—employee, cook, mistress. Charles smiled to himself. The man wasn’t too far off.

      He glanced down at the bags. The temptation to eat another tart was almost impossible to resist. The sweetness from the one he’d eaten remained on his tongue, like a siren calling out to him.

      “Screw it. Rogert, pull over.”

      The driver obeyed without question, until they were safely parked on a side street, out of the main flow of traffic.

      Charles dove into the bag and withdrew another tart. “Go ahead and eat yours while it’s still warm,” he told the man. “I’m joining you.”

      Rogert laughed but said nothing. It wasn’t like this was the first time his boss had caved, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.
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        * * *

      

      Marybeth removed the last tray of buns from the oven, placing them on the cutting board to cool. A check of the clock on the far wall showed it was nearing four o’clock. Wiping her face with a dishtowel, she turned off both ovens and washed the last two bowls sitting in the sink. After a quick wipe down of the countertops, the buns were cooled enough for transfer.

      She took the tray to the front of the shop where they’d be sold to the late afternoon customers wanting to pick up an order before heading home to their suppers. Not seeing anyone about, she placed them in the display case herself.

      “There. That’s the last batch. Time to go home.”

      She snatched the cap off her head and was untying her apron when a voice sternly interrupted her.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Home,” she shot back without turning around to face her stepmother.

      “The store closes at six. I need you to close up for the night.”

      This time she did turn to face the woman watching her from her office. “No. You close up tonight. I’ve been here since five this morning. I’m tired. Plus I need to get dinner started.”

      “You haven’t even mopped the floors yet,” the woman pointed out.

      “Which you can do. Better yet, get Lucille or Rhoda to do it. They haven’t put in a full day’s worth of work all week.” She slammed through the swinging doors when Eleanor Tremayne’s screech permeated the shop.

      “Marybeth Cendrillon! Get back here and finish your chores!”

      “Or you’ll what?” Whirling around, Marybeth glared at the woman. “You’ll fire me? You don’t pay me anyway! I’m just expected to work for free because we own the business! So go ahead! Fire me! Who’ll make your crullers and Baklava then, huh?”

      The woman’s face darkened, and Marybeth knew she was reaching her breaking point. The only question remaining was what type of punishment her stepmother would choose. Judging by the woman’s expression, she was thinking the same thing.

      “Are you being insolent with me?” the woman demanded.

      “Are you being a world class bitch to me?”

      Not waiting for the woman to respond, Marybeth hurried into the back of the shop and up the rear staircase to where they resided. As she’d suspected, her stepsisters were already sprawled out in the sitting room and listening to Ozzie and Harriet on the radio. Neither of them looked up when she walked in, but they knew she was there. Without saying a word to either of them, Marybeth marched up the short second flight of stairs to the attic, which doubled as her bedroom, since the two bedrooms on the first floor were already claimed by the woman and her two daughters.

      As usual, the area was stuffy and swelteringly hot as the bakery’s kitchen was directly below, and the heat the ovens generated during the day seemed to gather under the eaves.

      Marybeth opened the only window and stood there as a faint breeze brushed against her sweaty face and body. Tonight. The thought of the hours to come gave her a sense of excitement. More than that, they gave her a sense of purpose. In just a few hours, she’d escape from this place, albeit temporarily, and go down the block to Carnivale Street where she’d take a taxi to Rosie’s.

      A wry smile crossed her face. In those early days, after she’d initially got the job, she’d had to walk the nearly two-mile distance to the juke joint. But after receiving her first paycheck, she’d been treating herself ever since to a taxi ride to save wear and tear on her dogs, especially after a long day of being on her feet at the bakery.

      A banging on the door interrupted her thoughts. Before she could go over to see who it was, Lucinda opened it and stuck her head inside.

      “Mother says to have dinner ready by the time she gets home.” Message delivered, the young woman went back downstairs, leaving the bedroom door wide open. As always.

      Having no choice but to return to the kitchen, this time to the one in the apartment, Marybeth trudged downstairs. Apart from being tired, she was hungry. Although she was able to snack during her work hours, most of what she could eat wasn’t enough to sustain her. A burnt roll here, a not-fully baked cupcake there, the oddly disfigured croissant she knew wouldn’t sell—pastries that would inevitably end up in the trash—those made up the bulk of her diet until the evening. Since she wasn’t allowed to eat with the other three, and only after they’d had their fill, she consumed what she could while she was cooking. Otherwise, chances were there’d be nothing left but empty pots and pans.

      Tonight would be a hearty beef stew with plenty of potatoes, carrots, and onions. “It’ll give me the energy I’ll need to get me through tonight,” she told herself, anxious with anticipation. “All I require is one more confrontation with dear stepmom, and I’ll be home free.”

      After months of scraping and saving, her day of freedom finally loomed on the horizon. What was awaiting her afterwards made everything else inconsequential.
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      Meeting

      

      Charles leaned forward in his seat when Rogert pulled up to the front of the office building. “I’m going to be working late. Don’t worry about picking me up. Enjoy your night off.”

      “Thanks. But if your plans change, you know you can still call me,” the chauffeur told him.

      “I appreciate it,” Charles assured him and got out of the car.

      He went directly to his office. DeeDee, his secretary, looked up from her typewriter when he strode in.

      “Any calls?” he demanded.

      “No, sir.” The woman waited for his instructions. After working for him for the past three years, she knew he wouldn’t have asked unless there was one in particular he was waiting for.

      “I’m expecting one from a Mr. Horner. Transfer it, and only that one, to me immediately, and cancel everything else for the rest of the day.”

      “Yes, Mr. Charmer,” she replied. “And if your father should call?”

      Charles paused. “Tell him I’ll get back with him as soon as I’m able.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Charles cast her a smile. The woman was a bulldog. Literally a bulldog. No one could bully their way past the non-Static, especially when she bared her enormous incisors. Not even Dad, he silently mused, walking into what he somewhat jokingly referred to as his home away from home. He wasn’t too far off, considering he spent more time here than he did at his own place. But maybe that’s a good thing.

      He unbuttoned his jacket, slipped it off, and draped it over the back of his chair. He noticed the pile of mail DeeDee had left for him in his IN box. “Might as well see if there’s anything of importance while I’m waiting.”

      Grabbing the first one on top, he took the letter opener from the cup by his desk blotter and sliced the envelope open. Before he could remove the contents, the phone rang. A few seconds later, DeeDee hailed him through the interoffice com. “It’s Mr. Horner.”

      “Thanks.” He picked up the receiver and waited for the telltale click, letting him know she’d hung up, before speaking. “Hello?”

      “Charles Charmer?”

      “This is he,” Charles confirmed. “Mr. Horner?”

      “Are you alone? Is this line secure?”

      “I’m alone. And if you’re asking if by chance my secretary is listening in, trust me, you’d know it.”

      “Good. I have a car coming to get you. Meet him downstairs on the south end of your office.”

      Stunned, Charles had to be sure he’d heard correctly. This wasn’t what he’d expected when he was told there’d be a meeting. He’d assumed it would take place here in his office.

      Then again, considering who he was talking to…

      “How will I know it’s my ride when it gets here?”

      “Don’t worry. He’ll know you. Just be ready for him. He’ll be there in approximately ten minutes. Oh, and ditch the business suit. Try not to look so conspicuous.”

      The call abruptly ended, leaving him with more questions than answers. Where was he going? How long was he going to be gone? Was anyone else joining him, or was this meant to be just a one-to-one meeting between him and Horner?

      For the first time, Charles began to wonder if what he was doing was right. “Too late to worry about that now, old boy,” he told himself, getting up from his chair.

      He looked back at his jacket. The man had told him not to look so conspicuous. In this day and age, anyone wearing a business suit in Grimm City literally screamed “well off,” “connected,” and “influential.”

      He glanced down at himself. Even without the jacket, his white, long-sleeved dress shirt, tie, and creased pants stood out like a neon sign. “What can I do⁠—”

      “He’ll be there in approximately ten minutes.”

      “Shit. I need to get downstairs.”

      Striding out of his office, he called out to his secretary, “I have something I need to tend to. If I’m not back by five, lock the door and go home.”

      DeeDee got to her feet, her face filled with concern, but she didn’t question or argue with him.

      Dashing down the hallway for the elevator, he passed a custodian coming out of a supply closet with a bucket and mop in his hands. Charles noticed the man’s simple brown shirt and pants, and they gave him an idea.

      Going down to the first floor, he headed for the main supply room at the rear of the building. By a stroke of luck, the place was empty.

      He checked each locker until he found what he was looking for. Sometimes the custodians wore clothes from home and changed into their uniforms when they arrived at work. One such locker held a blue and white checked shirt, and it was in his size. Taking it, he ducked into the adjacent restroom and put it on before taking his dress shirt and tie back to the locker to leave for the man whose garment he’d claimed.

      Scrutinizing his appearance in the mirror, he decided to leave the tail out. There wasn’t anything else he could do on such short notice, especially when it came to his pants and shoes, but he hoped most people would ignore him once they caught sight of the casual shirt.

      Giving a quick run through his hair with his fingers to muss up its normally slick perfection, and Charles decided this was the best he could do. He just had to make sure someone he knew didn’t spot him on his way out.

      Seeing the hallway outside was clear, he slipped out the rear exit where his ride was to appear. He’d barely taken a dozen steps down the sidewalk when a dark gray sedan pulled up next to him. A burly man behind the wheel gestured for him to get in.

      Charles opened the car door. “Are you from⁠—”

      “Shut up and get in, Charmer. I ain’t got all day.”

      He slid into the passenger side seat, barely closing the door in time as the driver gunned the motor.

      They sped through town using a route that quickly left him confused as to where they were going. Sometimes he thought they were heading for the warehouse district. When that didn’t pan out, he wondered if they were going to take the bridge over the Karl River to where the industrial plants were located. He was totally taken aback when the guy suddenly took a back street and ended up parking a block away from a well-traveled avenue Charles recognized from the street sign.

      PUMPKIN AVE.

      They were in the shabbier side of town where the factory workers came after their shifts were over to enjoy a few beers before going home.

      “Come on. They’re waiting for us,” the driver grumbled.

      Charles got out of the vehicle and followed him into the alley behind the row of businesses that flanked the street. Several yards down, the guy paused in front of one door bearing a message written on a piece of paper and nailed to the frame.

      DELIVERIES ONLY. NO EXCUSES.

      “Hope we don’t get into any trouble,” Charles dryly remarked. He knew this part of town had its share of problems. It made sense now why he’d been told to dress down.

      The driver snickered. “No trouble at all. I’m delivering you, ain’t I?” The man pounded a fist on the door. A voice on the other side called back.

      “Who’s there?”

      “The milkman,” the driver responded.

      There was an audible click as a lock was disengaged, and the door opened a couple of inches. Enough to where the person inside could peer out through the crack. The man guarding the place must have recognized the driver, and stepped aside to let them in.

      “They’re upstairs waiting for you,” the guard informed them.

      “Thanks. Come on.” The driver gestured to Charles and started up the nearby flight of stairs.

      The place reeked of cigarette smoke and alcohol that no amount of cleaning could get rid of. Charles paused long enough to read the backwards lettering splashed across the front window on the other side of the building. He’d been brought to Peter’s Pool Hall. Although he’d never personally been here until now, he’d heard of the place and knew its reputation. It didn’t get any seedier than this.

      Trying to hide his growing concern, he allowed the driver to lead him upstairs.
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