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crew watched the life-giving oxygen run
low. Outside, on Ceres' fabled Darkside,
stalked death in awful, spectral form.

[Transcriber's Note: This etext was produced from
Planet Stories Spring 1941.
Extensive research did not uncover any evidence that
the U.S. copyright on this publication was renewed.]

The Comer’s control-room was silent except for the monotonous beat of Ken Grant's restlese pacing. Six months on Ceres’ frigid, shadowy Darkside had driven the tan from his face, etched lines of worry about his mouth. Darkside had a way of deing that to people. A temperature of five above absolute zere, the
grim, eternal darkness, the insane land: 3 bined to give an i ion of unreality that made one feel he was living some terrible nightmare.

From time to time Grant glanced at the sidereal chronometer, shook his head. Sixteen hours! Sixteen hours since Kennerly had left ... and the hesting unit of his space-suit had been good for three! Kennerly had vanished, just as Allers had vanished before him! Two men had left the disabled ship to try and reach
Bowman's Crater, that last tiny outpost only twenty miles away, and both men had disappeared. Had either Allers or Kennerly been successful, a rescue ship from Bowman's Crater must have come by now. But instead, the two spacemen had been swallowed up by the gloom, vanished, leaving no trace. The bitter
silent darkmess outside was like some yawning limitless void into which men went, and did not return. Their position was bad enough in any case, but with a woman in command.

Grant shot a glance at the stack of big lead chests in a comer of the cabin_ Pi dium ore with an ingly high metal content. The ore in those big chests, when refined. would vield over a million in the rare element. Not that a million would do them much good if they couldn't zet it away. With the main
fuel intake valve cracked, the motors, the radio, the air-regenerator, were all shut off. Death from lack of oxygen faced them unless word got through.

A click of the cabin's door broke Grant's thoughts. He tumed; a slender girl wearing riding breeches and leather jacket appeared in the doorway. Pale, with deep smoke-gray eves and auburn hair, she had a fragile transcendental beauty that was very appealing, but her chin was firm, determined.
" Ay news, Mr. Grant?" she asked quietly, stepping into the control room.

"None." He shook a gloomy head. "I don't like it! There's something strange going on, Miss Conway! The trail's perfectly clear, there's no life on Ceres that we know of One man might coneeivably meet with some sort of accident, but not two! They tell stories about Darkside; queer stories! About alien, unknown
creatures.”

'T ... Tkmow," the girl said tightly. "Dad used to hear those stories, too, when he and Allers were prospecting here. When Dad died he left me enough money to charter this ship, told me to come here to Ceres for my legacy. Gave me the chart showing where this pocket of pitchblend was located.” She glanced at the
lead chests. "Now Allers, Dad's closest friend, iz gone. And Kennerly. And we're trapped, made wirtual prisoners in this ship by something unknown—out there. We've got to get word through, Mr. Grant! It's death to stay here until our oxygen is gone. Death, maybe worse, waiting for us out there in the darkmess "
She broke off, suddenly, swaying.

"Steady!” Grant gripped the girl's shoulder. "It's the bad air? I'll go tell Harnis to crack open one of the emergency oxygen flasks. You'd better lie down.”

Like a flash the girl's red head snapped up. "You're a romanticist, Mr. Grant,” she said. "You seem to think T ought to be a languishing heroine. Well, I'm not. I'm in command of this expedition and if there're any risks to be talen, I'm taking them! Have Harris open an oxygen flask and then check over my space-suit!
As soon as I get mv breath, I'm going out and look for Allers and Kennerly!" She waved aside Grant's remonstrances. "Orders, Mr. Grant!”

Face stony, Grant left the control room, strode aleng the companionway to the fo'castle. The Comet's crew, perhaps half a dozen men all told, were stretched upon their bunks, faces drawn as they fought against the stale air. Grant motioned to Hamis, the squat, ugly mate.
"Air's getting thick." he said. "Better crack an emergency tube."

"Aye, aye, sir!" Harris lifted a steel plate in the floor, swung down the iron ladder. Some mements later he emerged from the storehold, carrying an oxygen flask.

"Funny!” The mate rabbed his stubbly chin. " coulda swore we had twenty emergency flazks below. But there's only five more down there "

"Five!" Grant's eyes narrowed. "There were twenty when we left earth! I counted 'em!™

"That's not all,” Harris muttered. "There's other stores missing! Wire, tools, batteries, spare plates for repairing the hulll” His eyes flicked toward the darkness bevond the portholes. "There were plenty of times we were all down at the mine working when whatever it was that got Allers and Kennerly might have
entered the ship. taken those things. I've seen shadows out there sometimes. Shadows that weren't just right, sliding ameng the rocks. And ... and it's bad luck to have a woman aboard ship."

A cilence fell over the cabin. Grant frowned. Five flasks of oxygen ... and the air-regenerator useless without power! Nothing could save them unless word got through to Bowman's Crater, on the edge of the Cerean Darkside. Towo men had tried to get through, and those two men had vanished. To permit Joan
Conway to attempt the trip was unthinkable. Grant reached for one of the bulky space-suits that hung on the wall.

"All right, men." he grated. "We're going to get to the bottom of this! Here's the plan! I'll take the trail to Bowman's Crater; the same trail Allers and Kennerly tock! If there's anything lying in wait out there, it cught te attack me, and I'll be armed! At the same time I want vou, Harris, and you, Miller, te go out also,
to climb the other side of the crater and eircle about, picking up the trail to Bowman's a mile or so from here. Tl draw Jt's attention, while you try to get through and take word to the outpast. Got it?"
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