
 

 

Little Star 

Chapter One 

 

 The door hidden in the back of Herr Oberfelt's closet slid shut without a click, but 

Darby didn't let herself so much as blow out a breath. The item she'd come for, not much 

bigger than her open palm, now lay tucked inside the pouch strapped across her stomach, 

but too much could still go wrong at this point for even a celebratory grin. 

 Grabbing the frumpy, padded dress from its heap on the closet floor, Darby pulled 

it up to cover her black Spandex body suit. The curly gray wig slipped over her close-

cropped salt-and-pepper hair, and she crossed the bedroom much faster than Helga 

Decker, the name she'd been using for the past eight months, could ever have been 

expected to move. A flick of her lock pick slid the bedroom door's bolt back into place; 

the pick went into the depths of her wig, and Darby sprinted down the darkened hall 

while she tugged her white cotton work gloves over her black Latex ones. 

 The light from the one table lamp glowing in the sitting room set the gold inlay of 

the walls to shimmering—it was Darby's deft hand at polishing the inlay downstairs that 

had led Frau Stempel to let Helga join the crew that cleaned Oberfelt's personal quarters. 

The plush white carpet, freshly vacuumed, soaked up her footsteps, and she dodged 

around the various Louis XIV chairs and tables to pull up at the door to the guest room 

just as Frau Stempel stuck her thin, glowering face out. 



 Darby had already dropped into the crouch she'd affected since coming to work 

here. "The elevator's not working, Frau Stempel," she said in the wheezing, northern-

accented German she'd given Helga when creating this persona over a year ago. "And 

neither is the intercom. I had to take the stairs down and back." She shook the can of 

silver polish she'd tucked into the folds of her dress earlier this evening and gave a little 

sniff. "But now at least I can get my work done." 

 Frau Stempel's constantly arched eyebrows arched a little further. Tapping her 

headset, she spoke in a tone Darby knew very well from the former East German Stasi 

agents she'd run up against in the decades since the Berlin Wall had come down: "Otto? 

Status report, please." 

 Not a crackle came to Darby's ears, which meant that the cascading series of 

electronic and mechanical failures she'd programmed into the estate's security system was 

following its course. Still, Darby made sure to gasp in unison with the other four women 

tidying the guest room when every light in the entire suite winked out all at once. 

 "Girls!" Frau Stempel barked. Ahead of Darby, the beam of a flashlight sprang 

up, casting hard shadows across Frau Stempel's face and making her look even more 

formidable than Darby knew she was. "We'll proceed to the back stairway in an orderly 

fashion, please." 

 The hall lights came on again when Darby and the thin-lipped Bavarian widows 

she so carefully resembled were halfway along the corridor, the recessed fixtures once 

more perfectly illuminating the Ming Dynasty vases Oberfelt displayed in this wing of 

the house. Frau Stempel ordered them to stop—as always, she said "please," but it was 

unmistakably an order—before she went back to tapping her headset. 



 Her request for a status report—and again, her tone of voice made it clear it 

wasn't a request—got an answer this time, but Darby tuned out the conversation when the 

doors of the previously non-working elevator at the other end of the corridor opened to 

reveal a man and woman in dark clothes, guns obvious to Darby's eye under the folds of 

their coats. But if everything she'd learned about this house and its staff over the past year 

proved true... 

 The two guards turned at the doorway Darby and the others had just exited and 

disappeared into Oberfelt's suite. They were here to guard his secret collection, after all, 

and they would find everything in order. The soap replica of Darby's cargo that she'd 

carved and left in the case would look exactly right under the vault's emergency lighting. 

 "Very well," Frau Stempel said before flicking a narrow finger at her headset. The 

woman kept every aspect of her expression completely under control, of course, but with 

her fury practically a smell in the air, Darby made every effort not to sneeze. "Girls?" 

Frau Stempel said then. "You'll please continue down the back stairway to the kitchen. 

Maurice will meet you there and escort you to the van for the drive back to Mittenwald. 

You'll receive your usual wage for this evening, and I will ask you all to please meet the 

van tomorrow night at seven o'clock rather than six." 

 Darby nodded along with the rest of the crew, turned when they turned, and went 

with them down the stairs. Even on the winding, forty-five-minute trip into town, though, 

no one said a word. Anyone attracted to gossip wouldn't have lasted a week under Frau 

Stempel's watchful glare, and Darby had been working on the housekeeping staff with 

these same women for long enough to know that silence was golden. 



 So she nodded to the others and they nodded back the same as always when they 

all clambered slowly out of the van at the southeast corner of Mittenwald's town square, 

stars bright in the crisp midnight darkness. Taking a breath, Darby finally let herself blow 

it out hard. She was going to miss the Alps... 

 The alley several blocks away that she usually stumped through to get to her one-

room apartment lay empty: she'd spent the past year seeding it with broken glass and 

vials that smelled of rotting vegetables, human waste, and vomit just to make sure word 

would spread throughout town that this was not an alley to spend any time in. Ducking 

behind the dumpster, she stripped off her externals and stuffed them in with a fond 

farewell to Helga Decker. A little scrabbling with her fingertips on the wall behind the 

dumpster found the loose bricks, and she hauled her backpack from the hollow there. 

 Donning jeans, a lightweight jacket, a blonde wig, and unscuffed hiking boots, 

she loped from the other end of the alley as Natalie Thibedoux, newly divorced 

homemaker from Calgary abroad on an Eat, Pray, Love tour of Europe. She made her 

way to the transit depot, bought a ticket for the 5:07 to Munich, and spent the next four 

hours drinking coffee, chatting in as ditzy a Canadian accent as she could manage with 

anyone who would listen, and absolutely refusing to think about the pack still strapped 

tightly about her midsection. 

 The train ride took just under two hours, and a trip to the restroom at the Munich 

station turned Natalie Thibedoux from a bubbly tourist to a sleek Parisian 

businesswoman. A taxicab and Lufthansa got her to Paris by 10AM, and three more 

hours dodging around the city saw Darby, now using the frayed raincoat and shambling 

gait of a much-less-fortunate Parisian, huddled behind yet another dumpster in yet 



another back alley, her fingertips this time scrabbling to find the panel hiding the keypad 

that would unlock the door she'd installed there more than three decades ago. 

 The familiar click sounded when she typed the combination; she pushed aside the 

half-meter by half-meter square of plaster-covered steel, wriggled through into the 

chimney on the other side, and locked the panel back into place without even needing to 

turn around. Dropping the raincoat, she restrapped her pack against the slight curves of 

her chest, wedged her knees and elbows into the corners of the shaft, and began scooting 

upward in the pitch dark, the tight quarters as welcome as an embrace after her year-and-

a-half away. 

 Climbing a full story in this fashion, she came to the rungs, and she scrambled the 

other three stories more easily, though she couldn't help but notice her muscles twinging 

at her in ways they hadn't twinged before. Her fifty-fifth birthday had come and gone 

while she'd been living as Helga, but she hadn't let herself think about it then. 

 Now, though, at the top of the ladder, her fingers patting the wall till she found 

the keypad here, those double fives almost crowded the combination from her memory. A 

breath taken in and blown out cleared her thoughts, though, and opening the panel, she 

slid into the bedroom closet of the apartment she kept under the name of Claudine 

Chabriet. 

 She owned the building, too—or rather, one of her other identities held a 

controlling stake in the hedge fund that employed the management company whose local 

subsidiary owned the building. And the company's standing orders declared that, in 

Mademoiselle Chabriet's garret, the shower should always be clean, the pantry always 

stocked, and the sheets always fresh. 



 This proved once again to be the case, she discovered after slipping her pack into 

the safe hidden under the bed, and Darby took quick advantage of all three amenities. A 

half hour found her lilac-scented, full of warm noodles, and curling to sleep between 

flannel, every door and window, both obvious and hidden, bolted, her security system 

fully armed. 

 Waking not long after sundown, she needed a handful of ibuprofen from her 

bedside table to get herself on her feet. Several runs through her tai chi forms brought the 

spring back to her step, and she called down to Monsieur Pepin, the building 

superintendent, to ask if her Porsche 911 cabriolet was ready for a little spin. 

 As always, he expressed his astonishment that she'd arrived without him noticing, 

and as always, she laughed and told him he should see his ophthalmologist. She then put 

on her Claudine clothes, her pack once again strapped close to her chest, took the elevator 

to the garage in the basement, and drove through the lovely tangle of downtown traffic to 

the Louvre, fortunately open till ten on Friday nights. 

 Taking her time in the basement restroom, she found herself alone long enough to 

enter the code that unlocked the janitor's supply closet and slip inside. A panel there led 

to the ventilation system, and the ducts took her to Madame Gliere's office. A key on the 

ring with her car keys opened the bottom drawer of the curator's desk, and Darby paused 

for a moment to slide the treasure from her pack one last time. 

 Lioness Attacking a Nubian it was usually called, and the carving in ivory and 

lapis lazuli showed exactly that. Thought to have been part of a motif that decorated the 

throne of Ashurnasirpal II, only two nearly identical chunks, just over four inches on a 

side, had survived the destruction of the king's palace almost three thousand years ago. 



One chunk sat on display in the British Museum, and the other had held a place of honor 

in Iraq's National Museum until the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003 had led to the four 

days of looting that had shaped Darby's life ever since. 

 Not sure if she was still breathing, Darby forced herself to wrap the piece in its 

protective pack again and set it into Madame Gliere's desk drawer. Twice now since she'd 

started this work, she'd visited the restored museum in Baghdad and watched the crowds 

looking at the artifacts she'd returned to their rightful places. She made a mental note to 

visit again next year after Madame Gliere had gotten the Lioness back home... 

 Out through the ductwork to the janitor's closet, to the restroom, to her car, to her 

garret—through the front door this time with a jaunty wave to Monsieur Pepin—Darby 

almost felt like she was floating. Flopping into bed and kicking off her shoes, she decided 

to wallow in hedonistic decadence her first night in Paris and do nothing. At all. 

 Oh, maybe she'd boil up some more noodles, but it wasn't as if she'd ever 

ventured into the local nightclubs during all the years she'd lived here. Her line of work 

didn't allow for much of a social life, not when she had to be ready to abandon 

everything, name and face included, when word reached her of another treasure that 

needed recovering or of one of the score of enemies she'd made doing this work getting 

too close. Her museum contacts across Europe, Asia, and the Americas paid her well, 

certainly, but most of that went to maintaining her various protections. And besides, it 

wasn't as if anyone would ever look romantically at a scrawny little nobody like— 

 The cell phone locked in her nightstand rang. 

 Darby froze. She only ever used that phone to call out for job info. Its security 

protocols, in fact, should've made it impossible for it to receive calls at all. 



 Which meant it could only be one person. 

 Her every instinct told her to run, to set the place on fire behind her and never turn 

back. 

 But she'd already taken her shoes off... 

 Sighing, she fumbled for her keys, unlocked the drawer, took the phone out, and 

poked it. "What do you want, Lydia?" 

 "Oh, Hester, Hester, Hester," the warm contralto on the other end said. "Do you 

really have to ask?" 

 Darby couldn't help smiling. The only time she'd so much as caught a glimpse of 

the woman she assumed was Lydia was five years ago outside the Prague Opera House. It 

had been raining and there'd been a great deal of gunfire, but when someone other than 

Darby had started firing at her pursuers, she'd glanced back to see a woman's dark-

skinned arm brandishing a Glock from a shadowed doorway. That arm had sported a 

tattoo around the pronounced biceps—a ring of knots or a circled serpent or something—

and from then on, she'd thought of this rival and occasional ally as Lydia the Tattooed 

Lady. 

 As for her own nickname, Lydia had heavily implied that the only time she'd ever 

caught a clear glimpse of Darby was on the Boston campus of Northeastern University. 

Darby had gone there tracing a lead on the location of the Mask of Nimrud, and she'd 

worn a big white sweater with the university's single red-and-black N on the front. Hence 

the Scarlet Letter reference.... 

 "Don't tell me." Darby sat forward. "You weren't involved with Oberfelt, were 

you?" 



 An audible sniff came through the phone. "Don't be ridiculous, Hester. I mean, he 

asked me of course to design his security system. He's used to getting nothing but the 

best. But he's a well-known swine, so I naturally refused." 

 "I'm proud of you, Lydia. I'm sure your mother would be, too." Lydia had also 

heavily implied over the years that her mother had been a thief as well, one with whom 

Darby had tangled when she'd just been starting out in the recovery business back in the 

1980s. 

 "Yes, yes, yes." Lydia hissed all three words. "What you need to know, however, 

is that Oberfelt hired Antonio instead." 

 Phone still tucked between ear and shoulder, Darby leaped from bed, scrambled to 

the closet, and grabbed her already-packed emergency suitcase. "How much time do I 

have?" 

 "Oh, he's more annoying than dangerous, Hester; you know that. I'm the one you 

need to be worried about." 

 A chill flickered down Darby's back, but she was too busy lacing her boots up to 

pay much attention. "Well, you've been threatening to sell me out for more than a decade. 

I suppose someone finally met your price?" 

 Another sniff. "Now you're just being insulting. The information I'm going to give 

you is beyond price, but once I give it to you, I know that it might very well lead to you 

taking yourself out of my hair for the rest of our lives." 

 "Uh-huh." Darby flipped open the panel on the back wall of her closet and started 

punching in the code. 

 "La Estrellita Pura," Lydia said. 



 Darby's fingers froze, her stomach twisting and her mouth going dry. 

 "And that," Lydia's smug little voice was continuing, "is why we information 

thieves are so much more dangerous than plain old ordinary thieves like you and Mother. 

I've studied you, Hester, and I know what all this 'recovery artist' nonsense is about. I 

know what you're really after, the one artistic piece of world heritage that you'll never 

give up till you find." 

 Her knees soft as partially inflated balloons, Darby only kept upright by grabbing 

the clothes rack above her. 

 "What you'll want to do," Lydia went on, "is book a flight immediately to Los 

Angeles. While on route, check the news for information about the earthquake that's just 

happened south of L.A. centered around an apparently quaint little seaside town called 

Rancho Allegro. I suggest you hurry, though: Colonel Carleshenko and Briareus and 

anyone else who knows the legends surrounding La Estrellita will be seeing the same 

news you are." 

 The phone clicked and went silent. Darby stared at the "call ended" message a 

moment, then shoved the phone into her pocket. Another flick finished the code; she 

pushed open the panel, grabbed her suitcase again, and slid into the shaft. 


