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						        Ramou caught Larry by the shoulder and spun him around. Larry lurched back against the wall,
					
				

				
					
						clapping a hand to his shoulder. "Ow!" He stared up at Ramou in anger that turned to fear when he saw
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						the look in his eye.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Ramou, stop!" Suzanne cried.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "No, Ramou!" Lacey shouted. "Mr. Burbage, help me!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        I leaped to help even before she called. "Please, Ramou! Whatever his offense, it doesn't merit
					
				

				
					
						this!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        The lounge went into instant pandemonium as everyone tried to deter Ramou. We all knew how
					
				

				
					
						dangerous he might be when enraged. Well, no, not "knew," actually—but we feared the worst.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Ramou virtually shrugged off the hands that tried to contain him, though, and elbowed aside anyone
					
				

				
					
						who dared intervene as he barked at Larry. Larry shrank away, obviously terrified but still trying to look
					
				

				
					
						truculent.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Strychnine!" Ramou stepped closer to him, crowding him, backing him into the corner. "That
					
				

				
					
						needle was tipped with strychnine!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Well, I didn't put it there!" Larry protested.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Who else?" Ramou snarled. "You're the only one in this company who goes around picking locks!
					
				

				
					
						Opening every locker back there on New Venus—then Charlie turns up with a needle in his tights, and
					
				

				
					
						you're going to tell me you didn't put it there?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "I didn't! I swear!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Yeah, every time somebody crosses you, you swear a blue streak. What's the matter, Larry? Did
					
				

				
					
						Charlie say something you didn't like, when he wasn't looking?"
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						        Barry turned to Charles Publican. "Why didn't you tell us the needle was poisoned, Charles?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "I didn't intend for anyone to learn of it," Charles said, pale-faced. He had good reason; Ramou
					
				

				
					
						was a martial arts master. It was very unlike him to lose his temper like this— and bullying certainly
					
				

				
					
						wasn't his style.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "I thought it was a practical joke," Marty protested.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Yeah, a joke." Ramou was throttling the desire to throttle Larry; it was a visible effort for him to
					
				

				
					
						keep his hands on his hips. "Very funny, Larry. Very funny!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Ramou happened to come in while I was running a chemical analysis of the coating on the point,"
					
				

				
					
						Charles explained. "He read the data off the monitor."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Larry bleated, "There are some people on this ship I wouldn't mind seeing dead, Ramou, beginning
					
				

				
					
						with you— but not Charlie!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        It was true. Everyone liked Charles Publican, and no one disliked him, though he was so reticent
					
				

				
					
						that it had taken all of us awhile to come to know him well enough to warm up to him.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "But, Ramou," I said, "didn't you tell me that the Man in Gray had been in the locker room just
					
				

				
					
						before we came in to change into costume? Or that you had met him coming up the stairs, at least."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        That gave Ramou pause—and a spark of hope sprang into Larry's eye.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "We know nothing about the man, save that he must be an agent from someone on Terra," I went
					
				

				
					
						on, seized by inspiration. "For all we know, he might be capable of picking locks—and is far more likely
					
				

				
					
						to have access to strychnine than Larry would."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "There's no telling what Larry might get hold of!" Ramou snapped.
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						        He was referring to Larry's attempts at smuggling. "Be honest, Ramou," I said. "You jumped to the
					
				

				
					
						conclusion that Larry poisoned the needle, and only because he could open Charlie's locker when none
					
				

				
					
						of the rest of us could. That's not even strong enough to be circumstantial evidence."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        A shadow of doubt crept into Ramou's expression.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Marty stepped around to Larry's other side. "You don't really believe this joker has brains enough
					
				

				
					
						to plan some-thing like that, do you, Ramou?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Larry turned on Marty. "You, talking about brain power? You, the man to whom 'wit' is only half a
					
				

				
					
						word?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Larry might have been in danger of a beating, but he still wasn't about to take a threat to his vanity
					
				

				
					
						without fighting back.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Marty grinned. "That's pretty good, coming from the man who thinks that only clothes can be
					
				

				
					
						'smart.' "
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Ramou stepped back a pace, frowning, puzzled.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Charles stepped in for the coup de grace. "Larry had no motive, Ramou. He wouldn't want my
					
				

				
					
						character parts."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        That did it; Ramou's expression crumpled into shame and self-disgust. Charles was a utility actor,
					
				

				
					
						playing second comic parts and subordinate older roles; Larry was the company juvenile and aspired to
					
				

				
					
						grow up to be a leading man. He certainly had nothing to gain by Charles' death. "Yeah, I suppose so,"
					
				

				
					
						Ramou growled—but now, the anger in his face was directed at himself. "Sorry, Larry."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "I should think you would be, you pithecanthropus!" Larry stepped away from the wall, brushing
					
				

				
					
						imaginary wrinkles out of his clothing. "A cretin could have seen I had nothing to do with that needle."
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						        Ramou's face darkened dangerously again, andMerlo stepped in. "Come off it, kid. Ramou said he
					
				

				
					
						was sorry."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Oh, and I suppose you don't think I have any cause for indignation!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Yeah, you've got reason for a gripe,"Merlo admitted, "but you've got a bigger reason to be
					
				

				
					
						thanking your lucky stars you're not in traction."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Larry muttered something about the technical staff always sticking together, then turned away.
					
				

				
					
						Lacey fell in beside him, murmuring reassurances.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Everyone relaxed visibly, but Barry remembered the original cassus belli and turned to Charles. "Do
					
				

				
					
						you really think this Man in Gray was trying to kill you?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Charles shrugged. "It seems more probable that it was a case of mistaken identity, Mr. Tallendar."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        "Either that, or the man is a psychotic who dislikes actors,"Ogden wheezed. "A very wealthy
					
				

				
					
						psychotic."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        Very wealthy, indeed. Space travel is extremely expensive. The only reason the Star Repertory
					
				

				
					
						Company could get off the ground was because Barry's brother happened to be one of the wealthiest
					
				

				
					
						tycoons on Terra. Intimidated by his older brother's success on the stage, he had eschewed the theater
					
				

				
					
						and gone into business. He could easily have bought and sold us all—and to some extent, he had. Had
					
				

				
					
						sold us his former mistress, that is—Marnie Lulala, our leading lady. He had bought us a ship and a tour,
					
				

				
					
						and she was the price we paid. One week in her presence, and anyone would understand why he had
					
				

				
					
						been willing to pay through the nose to have her escorted several light-years away from him. One could
					
				

				
					
						also understand why only light-years could be far enough.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						        On the other side of the lounge, the argument was still going on, but one of the principals had
					
				

				
					
						changed.
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