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Chapter One: The Day the Sky Lied
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If you had asked Theo Crank, at precisely eight-thirty-seven on a damp Tuesday morning, whether his life was going anywhere, he would have told you yes.

Not because it was.

But because optimism, in Theo’s view, was cheaper than rent and required far less paperwork.

He sat in his office on the third floor of a narrow, tired-looking building on West Wabash Avenue in Chicago, with his shoes on his desk, a cold cup of coffee near his elbow, and a private investigator’s licence hanging on the wall at a slight but permanent angle that he had been meaning to fix for six months. The office door bore the frosted words:

THEO CRANK: DISCREET INVESTIGATIONS
NO CASE TOO SMALL
NO FEE TOO LARGE
The last line had been added by Theo himself with a marker after a bad week.

The week had not improved.

Outside, the rain had found that special Chicago way of being both lazy and aggressive. It slid down the windows in greasy streaks, turning the city beyond into a blurred painting of taxis, umbrellas, and exhausted ambition. Somewhere below, a man was shouting at a parking meter with the raw emotional honesty usually reserved for funerals and sports finals.

Theo liked mornings like this. They made the whole city seem defeated, which meant it matched his office.

He picked up the coffee, sniffed it, frowned, and put it down again.

There were some mornings when a man could look into a cup and see his future. Theo saw a skin forming on top and decided not to press the matter.

Business had been slow. Very slow. So slow that Theo had recently been forced to take a case involving a missing iguana named Mr Tibbles, who had turned out not to be missing at all, merely indifferent. The owner had blamed Theo anyway. According to her, “a real detective would have understood his emotional state.”

Theo had refrained from explaining that if he had become a detective to understand lizards emotionally, then life had taken a more savage turn than he realised.

He leaned back in his chair, which complained with the dry creak of old wood and broken dreams, and looked over the contents of his desk.

One unpaid electricity bill.
Two stale mints.
A notebook full of observations that varied from insightful to legally concerning.
A revolver he had inherited from an uncle who claimed to have won it in a card game.
And a brochure for a weekend river cruise someone had slipped under his door by mistake.
Theo stared at the brochure for a while.

“Maybe,” he muttered to the room, “I’m one lucky break away from turning this all around.”

The room did not answer. It had heard this sort of thing before.

He opened his notebook and read the last thing he had written in it:

Possible headlines for future biography:
CRANK CRACKS CITY WIDE MYSTERY
LOCAL DETECTIVE DESCRIBED AS “ODDLY EFFECTIVE”
MAN IN WRINKLED COAT SOMEHOW RIGHT AGAIN
Theo nodded slowly.

“Yes,” he said. “That’s the spirit.”

There was a knock at the door.

Theo straightened at once, sweeping his feet from the desk and adjusting his tie with the speed of a man trying to look solvent.

“Come in,” he said in his best professional voice, which was one octave deeper than normal and sounded, to anyone listening carefully, like a man pretending to be another, more successful man.

The door opened.

A woman stood there, perhaps in her forties, sharply dressed in a navy coat with rain shining across the shoulders. She had the bearing of someone who expected competence from the universe and was perpetually disappointed. In one gloved hand she held a leather folder. In the other, a folded umbrella that looked expensive enough to require security clearance.

Theo rose.

“Mrs—?”

“Not married,” she said.

Theo sat back down.

“Of course. My apologies. It was a tactical assumption.”

She stared at him for a moment, then stepped into the office and closed the door behind her. She did not sit.

“My name is Eleanor Vale.”

Theo waited for the rest of it. None came.

“Well,” he said, gesturing toward the chair opposite his desk, “Miss Vale, please. Sit. Ignore the smell. It’s either the radiator or ambition burning off.”

She sat with visible reluctance and placed the folder on his desk.

“I was told you take unusual cases.”

Theo clasped his hands.

“That,” he said gravely, “is my speciality.”

This was untrue. His speciality, if he had one, was sounding as though he knew more than he did until chance, confusion, and the poor judgement of others combined to rescue him.

Miss Vale studied him the way one might study a hotel carpet for signs of moral decline.

“You came recommended.”

Theo blinked.

“I did?”

“Yes.”

“By whom?”

“A man named Louis Brenner.”

Theo thought for a moment. “Tall?”

“Yes.”

“Always wears too much cologne?”

“Yes.”

“Claims to have been in military intelligence?”

“Yes.”

Theo nodded. “Then he is exactly the sort of unreliable witness who would recommend me.”

For the first time, there was the faintest movement at the corner of Miss Vale’s mouth. Not a smile exactly. More the suggestion that one had applied for permission to exist.

She slid the leather folder across the desk.

Theo opened it.

Inside were photographs, newspaper clippings, typed reports, and one glossy image of what appeared to be the night sky.

He frowned. “Astronomy?”

“No.”

“Insurance fraud?”

“No.”

He picked up the glossy photo and looked at it more closely. It showed a field under a clear black sky. Stars, a thin moon, a barn in silhouette, and a wide patch of darkness where, as far as Theo could tell, nothing at all was happening.

“This,” he said, “appears to be a perfectly ordinary photograph of absolutely nothing.”

“Look at the notes on the back.”

He turned it over.

Stamped in blue ink were the words:

OBSERVATION SITE 14 — INDIANA
TIME: 02:11 A.M.
OBJECT ABSENT
Theo looked up.

“Object absent?”

“Yes.”

“That narrows it down considerably. I once spent three days tracking an absent husband. You’d be amazed how many objects can be absent.”

Miss Vale folded her hands.

“Mr Crank, I represent a private research concern. We have been monitoring unusual atmospheric phenomena over North America for the past six months.”

Theo put the photo down and reached for another document. Technical terms leapt off the page at him like badly raised children.

He recognised almost none of them.

“Very good,” he said, hoping she would continue long enough to explain the parts that mattered.

“Three nights ago,” she said, “multiple observatories, satellites, and civilian telescopes recorded an anomaly in low orbit.”

“The kind of anomaly that costs money?”

“Yes.”

Theo nodded. “Those are the worst kind.”

Miss Vale ignored this.

“At 2:11 a.m. Central Time, an object previously catalogued and tracked for seven years ceased to appear where it should have been.”

Theo tapped the photo. “This object?”

“Yes.”

“And what exactly is it?”

Miss Vale’s face remained composed. “A planet.”

Theo stared at her.

Then he looked back at the papers.

Then he looked at her again.

“A planet.”

“Yes.”

“One of the major ones?”

“There are no minor planets in this context, Mr Crank.”

“Well, I think Pluto might contest that in writing.”

Her expression did not change.

Theo cleared his throat.

“You are telling me,” he said carefully, “that somebody has misplaced a planet.”

“That is a childish way of describing it.”

“Is there an adult way?”

“Yes. A celestial body of significant mass appears to have vanished from its expected position.”

Theo considered this.

Then he leaned back in his chair and said the only reasonable thing a man could say when informed that a planet had gone missing.

“Right.”

Miss Vale waited.

Theo picked up the glossy photo again and squinted at the empty patch of sky as though the missing planet might reappear out of embarrassment.

“Which planet?”

“I’m not authorised to say.”

Theo lowered the photo. “You came to a private detective because a secret planet has disappeared.”

“It isn’t secret.”

“You just said you couldn’t tell me which one it is.”

“I said I’m not authorised to.”

“That sounds very close to secret.”

“Classified,” she corrected.

“Ah,” Theo said. “Secret with better stationery.”

A pause settled over the room.

Below on the street, a horn blared for several seconds too long, then stopped suddenly, perhaps because its owner had remembered murder was still illegal.

Theo steepled his fingers.

“Miss Vale, forgive me, but this seems less like detective work and more like something for astronomers, military agencies, or priests.”

“We have consulted all three.”

“And?”

“Two astronomers disappeared, one agency denied involvement and then denied existing, and the priest asked for hazard pay.”

Theo nodded slowly.

“That does sound serious.”

Miss Vale leaned forward.

“We need someone outside official structures. Someone not already connected to the scientific community, intelligence agencies, or aerospace contractors. Someone nobody would anticipate.”

Theo’s eyes narrowed in what he hoped was an intelligent manner.

“You want an unknown.”

“We want someone overlooked.”

Theo sat back.

That was, unfortunately, fair.

Still, he sensed an opportunity and, like all men with too much confidence and too little cash, mistook opportunity for destiny.

“What exactly would I be investigating?”

Miss Vale opened the folder to a typed sheet clipped near the back.

“Three individuals connected to the anomaly have vanished in the last forty-eight hours. A satellite analyst in Denver. A systems archivist in Milwaukee. An independent sky-mapper in rural Indiana. Before each disappearance, there was evidence that they had discovered the same thing.”

Theo waited.

Miss Vale spoke the next sentence as calmly as if ordering tea.

“The planet did not explode. It did not drift. It did not become obscured. It was simply no longer there.”

Theo let that settle.

He had handled blackmail, theft, adultery, extortion, one suspicious parrot, and the aforementioned emotionally complicated iguana. Missing spouses, missing watches, missing jewellery, missing dogs. Even missing trousers, once, though that had turned out to be a drunken misunderstanding and was best forgotten by all parties involved.

But a missing planet was new.

He decided not to show enthusiasm too quickly. Desperation, like cheap cologne, was most offensive when freshly applied.

He picked up a report and flipped through it with theatrical patience.

“Do you have enemies?” he asked.

“What sort?”

“The kind who move planets.”

Miss Vale did not blink. “Potentially.”

Theo lowered the report.

“I was joking.”

“I was not.”

He looked at her for a long moment.

“Good,” he said at last. “That keeps things lively.”

Miss Vale reached into her coat and produced an envelope. She placed it on the desk between them.

Theo looked at it. Cream paper. Thick. Promising.

“What’s that?”

“An advance.”

Theo picked it up.

It had weight.

Beautiful, restoring weight.

He opened it and saw enough cash to make him briefly forget the laws of caution, probability, and personal survival.

His mind immediately furnished him with several unhelpful thoughts:

I could pay rent.
I could replace the coffee machine.
I could buy a better hat.
I could even buy one of those desk globes that opens and contains whisky, though admittedly using a globe during a missing planet case might seem insensitive.
Theo slipped the cash back into the envelope with what he hoped was professional indifference and failed spectacularly.

“You understand,” he said, “that I charge extra if I’m shot at.”

“You were not our first choice.”

“Then I charge double if I’m second.”

Miss Vale stood.

“You’ll take the case?”

Theo stood too, partly out of manners and partly because the envelope had already answered for him.

“Yes,” he said. “On one condition.”

She waited.

“I need complete honesty.”

Miss Vale gave him a look that suggested she had worked around powerful institutions too long to find this statement amusing.

“You’ll receive all information relevant to the investigation.”

“That isn’t what I said.”

“It is what you’re going to get.”

Theo considered objecting, then glanced at the envelope again and decided integrity was often best pursued in stages.

“Fine,” he said. “Where do I begin?”

Miss Vale closed the folder and tapped a page near the front.

“The Indiana site. The independent sky-mapper, Harold Pritchard, disappeared from his farmhouse yesterday morning. Local police believe he wandered off.”

“And you don’t.”

“He had a titanium knee, severe agoraphobia, and hated grass.”

“That is persuasive.”

“You leave today. A car will collect you at noon.”

Theo looked at the clock.

It was nine-sixteen.

“Noon?”

“Yes.”

“That’s extremely soon for a man in my profession.”

“What profession is that?”

“The careful one.”

For the first time, Miss Vale did smile, though only slightly and with clear reluctance.

“I’ll see you this evening, Mr Crank.”

“With answers?”

“With surviving expectations.”

She moved to the door.

“Miss Vale?”

She paused without turning.

“You still haven’t told me which planet.”

She opened the door.

“When you find out,” she said, “you’ll understand why people are disappearing.”

Then she left.

Theo stood very still.

Rain whispered against the windows. The office felt suddenly smaller, as though the walls had shifted inward to hear better. He looked down at the folder on his desk, at the clipped reports and the empty patch of sky in the photograph
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