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      How far would you go to survive?

      

      Abused. Institutionalized. Captive.

      

      Now finally free, teenage Gem is on his own—and he intends to stay that way. No more foster homes. No more authorities. Just Gem, doing whatever it takes to survive the streets.

      

      Trust no one. Keep your past buried. Never get caught.

      

      But when a relentless vice cop named Riker sets his sights on him, Gem’s fragile new life starts to unravel. Riker is determined to break Gem’s alibis and put him behind bars. What he doesn’t realize? Gem is hiding something far bigger than a rap sheet.

      

      One secret. Everything to lose.

      

      Riker thinks he knows what kind of offender Gem is.

      

      But Gem is more than what he’s done—and he’s not going down.

      

      There is only one person he can count on, and that is himself. 

      

      Raw, emotional, and impossible to put down, Gem, Himself, Alone is a gripping tale of survival, secrets, and the will to reclaim your life—perfect for fans of The Outsiders, Ellen Hopkins, and Angie Thomas.

      

      Read it today and discover why readers can't stop rooting for Gem.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gem had a special gift. He knew from the time that he was little that he wasn’t the same as everyone else.

      

        

      
        It had to be kept secret.

      

        

      
        But it made him different, able to do things that no one else could. When he looked at the other people around him, he saw their limitations. How they were bound by rules he didn’t have to follow.

      

        

      
        But he was special.
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      Gem stared down at the grave marker, trying to make out the letters of Honey’s name through a blur of tears. He took a glance around to make sure that no one was observing him. Gem didn’t cry. He wasn’t a baby. But knowing that Honey’s thin, tortured body lay under the ground beneath him caused a stab of pain in his chest so bad that he thought he might have a heart attack and lay his own body down right there on top of hers.

      But he didn’t.

      The doctors had patched him up, drilling screws into broken bones, dripping antibiotics and other chemical cocktails into his veins, and putting him on a diet intended to restore the weight he’d lost. They had wanted to keep him in hospital, but Gem was strong enough to leave. He wanted to move on. His heart pulled him south, following Honey, even though he knew he would never see her pretty face and shining blond hair again.

      He knelt there staring at the temporary grave marker and the little pot of violets he had placed beside them, feeling the rocky soil beneath his knees and smelling the freshly-cut grass. He had followed her there, away from his origins and from Raphael’s shop, to where he didn’t know anyone. It was a fresh start, where he would have no rep, good or bad. He and Honey had talked about what they would do when they got out of there. Where they would go, the jobs and lifestyles they would have. They would go together, or at least keep in touch. They wouldn’t forget what they had shared.

      He had known even while they talked about it that it was impossible. It would never happen. They were throwaways and would never be able to rise above the street life. They would either end up behind locked doors or under the ground.

      Like Honey was now.

      Even with his gift, he hadn’t been able to save her. He had been able to kill Raphael, but he had been too late to save Honey’s life.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      GEM HAD HEARD THEM coming. The Rippers, one of the local street gangs. Teens and young adults. Boys. A mix of racial profiles. There were a few girls associated with them, but only as girlfriends and groupies; they weren’t considered members of the Rippers.

      Gem had been keeping an eye on the gang since he had moved into the neighborhood. Getting a feel for them and letting them see him, making it known that he was available.

      It had started with one of them following him. One set of footsteps echoed behind him. He took a glance over his shoulder, but couldn’t make the boy without being obvious about it. Another set of footsteps joined the first as Gem went around a corner.

      He looked around, back and forth, watching for more of them. It wasn’t very long before he was flanked; then he saw Thrasher approaching from ahead of him.

      Gem faced the gang impassively, waiting for them to make the first move.

      “So you been hanging around a lot lately,” Thrasher commented. The leader of the gang, he was one of the oldest, his scarred face chiseled and his eyes like ice.

      “Yeah,” Gem agreed.

      “You trying to get into a gang?”

      Gem shrugged. “You looking?” he countered. It wouldn’t do to look too eager. He kept his answers brief, studying each of the gang members and assessing them. They hadn’t immediately grabbed him and didn’t look like they were going to beat him down just for being in their territory, so he was already ahead of the game.

      “That depends. You got references?” Thrasher demanded.

      “No.” Gem hadn’t been in a gang before, so he didn’t have anyone to stand up for him. In a new city, there wasn’t even anyone who could say that he wasn’t a snitch or a troublemaker.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Gem.”

      “Gem what?”

      Gem shook his head.

      “Where ya come from?”

      Gem considered his answer carefully, considering how much he wanted to reveal. “North.”

      Thrasher chuckled. “You don’t waste words, do you?”

      Gem shrugged again.

      “You didn’t know anyone up ‘north’? Nobody to speak for you?”

      “No.”

      Thrasher put a cigarette in his mouth and let it hang there, not lighting it. “You don’t make it easy. How do we know you ain’t a rat?”

      “I’m not.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      Thrasher laughed and shook his head. He had eyes. With Gem’s slight build and baby face, no matter how he tried, he couldn’t pass for an adult. “Good answer. How old are you really?”

      Gem wasn’t sure he was willing to reveal the truth. After considering, he swiped his ragged blond hair away from his eyes and amended his answer. “Sixteen.”

      Thrasher’s eyes flickered over him. Gem felt like Thrasher could see right through him. “Maybe. I doubt it, but it’ll do for now.”

      “You ain’t letting him in, are you?” one of the others piped up. A darker boy, tall and gangly. The rest of the gang had remained respectfully quiet as Thrasher conducted business. Thrasher half-turned to see who had interrupted him.

      “Maybe he’ll take your place. I ain’t making a decision yet, just getting information.”

      Gem took a step backward. No point in prolonging the interview if Thrasher wasn’t ready to make a decision yet. “I’ll be seeing you around, then.”

      “Yeah. We’ll let you know if we want you.”

      Gem nodded and moved on. He could wait. If the Rippers wouldn’t take him, he’d find another gang for protection.
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      Thrasher consulted his lieutenants on various gang matters over a six-pack and a couple of lines of coke at his apartment. The TV played away to itself in the background. Smoke hung heavy in the air.

      “That new guy looking to get into the gang,” Thrasher started. “Gem. The blond kid.”

      “Something weird about him,” Bishop suggested. “The look in his eyes creeps me out.”

      Thrasher nodded, grinning. “I finally got a line on him. Someone who went to school with him for a while. Said he’s nuts. Certifiable.”

      “Then he’s out.”

      Thrasher swigged a drink. He pursed his lips. “Don’t jump to conclusions. From what I gather, he’s still pretty savvy. Sometimes it’s not a bad thing to have a nut job in the gang to do your dirty work.”

      The boys were silent, considering the statement. Bishop frowned and scratched his sandpaper jaw. “You wanna take that chance? Having someone that unstable in the gang?”

      “Like the rest of you are so stable? He’s probably no crazier than some of the others. So far, there are no complaints around the neighborhood. He keeps a low profile.”

      Bishop shrugged and wisely voiced no further protest.
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      Gem talked to himself in a low whisper, huddled in the dark alley where no one could see him. The air was cold, and the ground was hard and littered with gravel and glass.

      “The Rippers are gonna take me. Long as I pass the initiation. Thrasher said I checked out. Don’t know what he found out. No one knows anything. I’ll get through the initiation, though. No problem. I can manage that.”

      He nodded and let out a long breath, trying to dispel the anxiety. “It’ll work out. A gang’s good protection.”

      Gem yawned and stretched.  “Better knock off and get some sleep.”
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      The next night, he watched the beat-down by the Rippers from up above. He wished he could go for help, but all he could do was stay and watch to see what happened. Someone must have seen what was going on and called the police after the Rippers took off, because the cops went straight to the alley as if they knew where Gem’s unmoving body was lying. Neither got close, to begin with. The junior officer hung back, and the older, graying cop turned away while he called in on his radio for an ambulance.

      “Is he breathing?” he asked the younger officer.

      The younger cop steeled himself and bent over Gem’s form, looking for the rise and fall of his chest and feeling for a pulse. He drew his hand away, fingers sticky with blood, trying to hide how violently he was shaking.

      “Weak pulse,” he advised, “but he’s alive.”

      “Where are your gloves?”

      The rookie looked at him blankly.

      “You’ve got gloves, haven’t you? You want to get AIDS?”

      The rookie suddenly realized his mistake and looked down at his hands. “Oh yeah,” he wiped them on his pants, embarrassed. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      The older cop nodded. “Be more careful. Always look out for yourself first.” Then he prodded at Gem with his foot. “He’s in pretty rough shape. I don’t know if he’s going to make it.”

      “Shouldn’t we do something?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Something.”

      They were both silent for a few minutes, waiting for the ambulance.

      “What happened to him? This is Rippers territory, isn’t it? He’s nowhere near the boundary. Couldn’t have accidentally wandered into it.”

      “Initiation. Rippers tend to go a bit overboard jumping their boys in. They’ve been known to kill initiates.”

      Not this time. Gem wasn’t going to give up. Gem had been through tough times before and survived. He wasn’t going to get killed by a stupid jumping-in.

      An ambulance pulled into the lane, lights flashing but siren off. A medic got out at a leisurely pace. “What’ve we got?”

      “Ripper initiation.”

      “Great.” The medic bent over Gem’s body and examined him. “Well, they did their usual thorough job. Let’s get him on the gurney.”

      Gem’s form was loaded unceremoniously into the ambulance. The ambulance’s driver stepped out for a smoke before starting for the hospital.
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      Gem woke up in the hospital, sore and fuzzy-headed. His body pulsed with pain. For the first little while, he just drifted in and out, and couldn’t remember what had happened. He thought he was in the hospital after being rescued from Rafe’s shop. Then he remembered the gang. He had survived the initiation. Or at least the first stage; some of the gangs had several levels of initiations to pass. He wasn’t sure about the Rippers’ practices.

      He’d been there for a while, aware of his surroundings but not ready to move, when a cop walked in and looked down at him. Paunchy. Graying at the temples. “Well, you’re awake.”

      Gem said nothing. In trying to focus on the cop and to read his name bar, Gem realized that one of his eyes was swollen shut. His vision through the other didn’t seem to be as clear as usual.

      “I guess that means you’re the newest member of the Rippers, huh?”

      Gem shrugged. Just the slight movement of one shoulder sent pain coursing through his body. So that was it; that was the full initiation. The cop wouldn’t say he was in if there were more to it. He’d be trying to get Gem to back out, to stay away from the Rippers and live an honest life.

      The cop stared down at him. Gem felt exposed and vulnerable lying there. “Do you have a name?” the cop demanded.

      “Gem.”

      “Gem? Like a diamond or something?”

      Gem nodded. “Yeah, Gem.”

      “That’s your street name. What’s your real name?”

      Gem didn’t answer.

      “I’m Pagetti.”

      Gem still didn’t reveal his full name.

      “You got folks around here? Or are you a runaway?”

      “I don’t have any folks.”

      “Foster care, or what?”

      “Am I in trouble for something?”

      Pagetti didn’t have anything on Gem, or he’d be using it. He wasn’t going to be able to trace Gem’s identity. Not like Thrasher had, putting the word out on the street. He’d have to try another method, like fingerprints, but he didn’t have any cause.

      “That’s what I’m trying to determine. Have you been in trouble before?”

      “None of your business.”

      “I think it is. Are you on probation? Any outstanding warrants?”

      “No.”

      “You want to charge the guys who beat you up?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Gem carefully composed his answer, taking his time responding. “It was… a misunderstanding.”

      “It was an initiation,” the cop said flatly, “and they could have killed you.”

      “They didn’t.”

      “Not through any lack of trying.”

      “I’m tired,” Gem said, ending the conversation.

      “You can answer a few more questions.”

      Gem shut his eye and ignored any further attempts by the cop to get him to answer anything else. Eventually, Pagetti left him alone.
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      Sitting with Thrasher in his broken-down old couch, Bethany stared off into space, oblivious to him. He played with the ends of her long, blond hair, studying her face. She was young. And she was pretty. More than he could say about most of the girls who spent time with the Rippers. And he knew that unlike most of the gang groupies, she actually had some brains.

      “Hey, what’cha thinking?” Thrasher prodded.

      She looked at him, focusing in on his face. “That new kid. The blond. Is he gonna get into the Rippers?”

      “Gem?” Thrasher yawned and stretched. “He might. How come?”

      “Nothing. I saw him today.”

      “Today? No way.”

      “I thought I did.” Bethany’s brows drew down.

      “Uh-uh. We jumped him in last night. He’s in the hospital if he didn’t kick it.”

      “I was sure it was him…” She shook her head, puzzled. “Must have been someone else.”

      “It was somebody else,” Thrasher assured her. “Or else it wasn’t today. Maybe it was yesterday.”

      “I suppose…” Bethany gave a little laugh. “Who can keep track?”
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      GEM HAD TRIED TO get out of the hospital several times. He figured he should be able to be up and around, but the nurses and his body had other ideas. He could barely make it past the hospital room door. The last nurse to pick him up off the floor, a fierce little woman, told him that next time he wandered off, she’d put him in restraints. As small as she was, he knew he was still too weak to prevent her.

      Too weak to walk out to the street, too weak to protect himself, too weak to be back out there yet. He lay back in bed, trying to get up enough energy for his next attempt.
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      Nurse Rachelle saw Officer Pagetti approaching Gem’s room and motioned for him to stop and talk to her.

      “How’s he doing?” Pagetti asked.

      “Well, I don’t think he’s going to be staying around here for long.”

      “He’s recovered that fast?” he asked in surprise. The boy had appeared to be in pretty bad shape.

      “No, but he’s been trying to check himself out. So far, he can’t make it to the door. But I know that kind of determination. I’ll bet you he’s gone in a day.”

      “Well, I’d better make my questions count today. Has he had any visitors?”

      “No. Nobody.”

      “What’s his condition? Is he going to be okay if he skips out of here?”

      “Mmm. Not great. He might start bleeding. He might get an infection. He’s going to be mighty sore and weak for a while. I certainly wouldn’t recommend being out on the street in that condition. But I know these kids.”

      “Okay. We’ll see how this goes.”

      Pagetti went into Gem’s room. The boy was asleep. If anything, he looked worse than he had the day before. His bruises had darkened, and his eyes had sunk deeper. There was a thin sheen of sweat on his face. Pagetti hesitated to wake Gem up, but he trusted Rachelle’s judgment. If she said Gem would be gone tomorrow, she was right. Pagetti shook Gem to wake him.

      Gem opened his eyes and, after a moment, focused on the cop. “What do you want?” His voice was dry and hoarse.

      Pagetti held out a cup of warm water from the table beside the bed. “I want to talk a little more.”

      Gem eyed the water. “How do I know you ain’t trying to poison me?”

      Pagetti chuckled. “Because then I couldn’t question you.”

      Gem didn’t smile. He continued to stare back suspiciously. Pagetti shook his head, disconcerted to realize that Gem was serious. “Drink it or don’t, I don’t care. I’m just here to talk.”

      Gem shook his head. Pagetti put it back on the table.

      “So, I couldn’t find any outstanding warrants or missing persons reports on you. But then, it’s not so easy when you don’t have a full name. Where are you from?”

      “None of your business.”

      Pagetti could see that Gem wasn’t going to give him any identifying information, so he switched tactics. He sat down in the chair beside the bed, closer to Gem’s eye level. “So you figured you’d join the Rippers, huh?”

      Gem shrugged and didn’t deny it. His face was drawn and gaunt with pain. Like Rachelle had said, not someone who should be back out on the street again so soon.

      “Who recruited you?”

      “No one.”

      “Oh, come on. I can’t go out and arrest someone for talking to you,” Pagetti cajoled.

      “I don’t have to tell you anything,” Gem retorted. His jaw was clenched, and he stared a challenge at Pagetti.

      “I’m not threatening. You can lose the attitude. Let’s just chat.”

      Gem shook his head. “I only talk to my friends.”

      Pagetti took a pointed look around the hospital room. “You don’t seem to have a lot of friends around here.”

      “So I don’t talk.”

      “Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

      “I got nothing to say.”

      “How about sports? Are you a football or baseball fan?” Pagetti tried to find some way past the barriers.

      Gem closed his eyes and settled back. “The doctor says I gotta sleep,” he snapped. He turned his face away.

      “You know you’re in for some shock with the Rippers,” Pagetti said. “It’s no place for a young kid like you. You’ve got no idea how tough it’s going to be.”

      There was no response from Gem.

      But Pagetti hadn’t really expected one.
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      Gem finally hunkered down, his arms wrapped around himself. He was sick and sore, but he was away from the hospital and back to the safe anonymity of the streets. The streets had their own dangers, but he was prepared for those.

      It was a cold night, a brisk wind blowing, and Gem huddled down in his coat and held himself tightly. He knew he was going to be stiff in the morning.
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      Gem might have passed his initiation, but it soon became clear that he wasn’t yet a full-fledged member of the gang. He had recovered from the beating, and he sat at a party, outwardly one of the gang. But the Rippers were aloof. They didn’t talk to him like he was one of them. He was still an outsider. Not entirely trusted. Sort of on probation. He was going to have to do something to impress them. Something big.

      Gem turned his head, feeling that he was being watched. Bethany was looking at him from across the room of revelers. Their eyes met for a long moment. She was one of the prettiest girls he’d ever met. Her long, blond hair reminded him of Honey’s. Gem felt a hot flush rising from his neck up to his ears as she looked at him. Self-conscious, he looked away.

      Sykes elbowed him in the ribs, urging, “Go for it.”

      Gem startled and looked at Sykes. What had he missed? “What? Go for what?”

      “Bethany. Go; have some fun.” Sykes leered.

      Gem’s face burned, even more embarrassed that someone had noticed the look that passed between them. “I thought she was Thrasher’s girl.”

      Sykes tipped back his head to take a long swallow from his bottle. “Nah. She doesn’t belong to Thrasher. You want to spend time with her, she’s game. Just give’er some dough to help pay for her apartment. Other than that,” he grinned, “do whatever you like with her. Although,” he added as an afterthought, “Thrasher gets ticked off if she gets real bruised up.”

      Gem glanced at Bethany again, uncertain. He wasn’t the type who attracted a lot of girls. He had embarrassingly little experience where the opposite sex was concerned. It was a state of affairs he was eager to change.

      “Go on,” Sykes pressed again. “At least go talk to her.”

      His heart pounding so loud he was sure Sykes could hear it, Gem got up and strolled over to where Bethany was sitting, trying his best to look cool and casual. “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      “I’m Gem,” he introduced himself awkwardly.

      She smiled and nodded, patting the seat beside her. “Yeah, I know.”
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      The bedroom was warm enough to be comfortable without blankets. Gem lay there a few hours later, soaking up the heat, totally relaxed. Bethany stirred beside him, yawning and stretching her body like a cat.

      “How old are you, Gem?”

      Gem tensed and looked at her, the feeling of well-being evaporating. Had she brought him there just to dig into his past? “None of your business.”

      “I don’t really care; I was just… curious.”

      Gem wondered if he’d been so inept that he’d tipped her off. He didn’t think he’d fumbled or been overly clumsy. But maybe she could still tell.

      Then again, maybe it was his smooth, undeveloped body. Plenty of guys Gem’s age were shaving already. And had hair on their bodies. But his body seemed to be one of the slower ones. Although he talked in a deep voice, it was by conscious effort and not because his voice had really changed. He could usually pass for older than he was, but he hadn’t fooled Bethany.

      “I’m sorry,” Bethany said frankly, stroking his arm with one finger. “I hate it when people ask me how old I am.”

      “How old are you?” Gem countered.

      She studied him for a moment, her eyes closing halfway. “Fifteen,” she said finally.

      “Me too.” Not really, but it was close enough to be the truth. He wouldn’t mind being the same age as she was.

      “Cool,” said Bethany.

      They both laughed a little and relaxed again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      GEM WALKED AT A normal pace down the busy sidewalk. He was careful not to run or look suspicious, and he kept to well-populated areas. It would be harder for the cops to track him in a crowd.

      His vigilance paid off, and Gem managed to avoid the police for another hour. Rather than searching the street for him, they had just put the Rippers’ hangouts under surveillance and waited for him to show his face. Gem got to the pool hall and was ambushed at the door.

      “Stop right there and spread ’em,” a harsh voice ordered.

      Gem turned around to look at the owner of the voice. A fist contacted his chin with a crack and Gem went over backward, landing on the concrete with a crash that jarred his bones, still tender after his initiation.

      “Did I tell you to turn around?” demanded the square-faced, cleft-chinned cop whose name tag said Riker. “Belly down and lace your hands behind your head!”

      Gem’s head spun, and he wondered if he were going to black out. The punch had taken him off-guard. He hadn’t expected to be assaulted without even a warning.

      “Do it!” Riker insisted, kicking him in the leg. “Hands behind your head!”

      Gem groggily rolled onto his stomach and put his hands behind his head. Riker patted him down, clipped the cuffs over his wrists, then pulled Gem to his feet.

      “You’d better have a helluva story, kid. That’s all I can say for you.”

      The world tipped drunkenly around Gem, and he wasn’t able to stay balanced on his own. Riker and his partner, Gordon, held on to him and kept him on his feet.

      The cops dragged him to their car and took him to the police station.
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      Gordon was the strong silent type and Riker the one taking charge.

      “What’s your name?” he demanded at the booking desk.

      Gem’s legs were a bit steadier, but he still held on to the counter to keep the world from tilting over and dumping him on the floor. “Gem.”

      “Your full name,” Riker snapped. “You’re under arrest for armed robbery.”

      “Gem Johnson.”

      “Date of birth?”

      Gem gave it.

      “You’re a minor,” Riker observed. As if he hadn’t already figured that part out. “Who are your guardians?”

      “No one.”

      “You in foster care, or what?”

      “No.”

      “Runaway, then. Fine. Do you have a lawyer?”

      “No.”

      “You’d better call legal aid. What’s your address?”

      “Don’t have one.”

      “Phone?”

      “No.”

      “Any outstanding warrants?”

      “No.”

      “He’s got previous charges, though,” the booking officer said, printing off Gem’s rap sheet. He handed it to Riker. Gem watched Riker’s eyes go back and forth over the words. Riker’s expression grew grimmer. Gem wondered how much the printout revealed about his past.

      “Well, we’ve got you dead to rights this time,” he growled. “You’re not slipping out of it.”

      That’s what he thought.

      Gem said nothing, biding his time.

      They took him to an interrogation room. Gem sat down, wishing they’d unlock his hands. His chin was stiff and throbbing, swelling up. He looked around the bare room. Green painted walls. Bare table and chairs.

      “Where were you at four o’clock this afternoon?”

      “At a movie.”

      Riker glanced at him, raising his brows. “Alone?”

      “No. With a girl.”

      “Who will happily corroborate anything you say.”

      “If you can find her,” Gem agreed. “I never met her before.”

      “Are you in the habit of going to the movies with girls you never met before?”

      Gem shrugged. “There’s girls hanging around the theaters. You pay for their ticket, they’ll… hang out with you.”

      “And provide some extra services when the lights go out if you buy them a soda,” Gordon spoke up. “Yeah, I’ve heard the hookers have been hanging out at the x-rated films on hot days lately.”

      Gem shrugged. “She was real nice.”

      “I’ll bet she was. Did you buy her a soda?” Riker demanded.

      “It was hot out.”

      “And did she thank you properly?”

      Gem ignored Riker’s insinuating tone. “She said thank you.”

      Riker smoothed a page in his notepad. “Did she give you a name?”

      “Cheyenne.”

      “Well, that’s a little more unique than Krystal or Candy, anyway.” Riker scratched it down. “Can you describe her?”

      Gem considered. “Long red hair. Tall. Dressed in black today.”

      “Black in this heat? And how much did you pay her to lie to us for you?”

      “I didn’t pay for anything but her ticket and refreshments.”

      “Yeah, you wouldn’t happen to have the ticket stubs, would you?”

      “They were in my pocket.”

      Riker left to retrieve the brown envelope of Gem’s personal items. With a sneer, he dumped out a handful of change and crumpled papers, among which he found a couple of ticket stubs for the three o’clock matinee.

      “Well, nice to meet someone who respects our work well enough to at least try to establish an alibi. Now let’s talk about where you really were at four o’clock. You were busy robbing a drug store at gunpoint. And firing off shots at the customers for kicks. There was a witness outside who saw your face after you stepped out and took off your ski mask. And the witnesses inside all described what you were wearing. Your goose is cooked.”

      “It wasn’t me,” Gem maintained. They wouldn’t be able to do anything to him. He had faith in himself and his gift.

      “We’ll see about that.”
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      The witness looked over the boys in the photo array. “Number three,” he said immediately, reaching out and tapping it. No hesitation or dithering about.

      “Bingo,” Riker said smugly. Any doubts he had about Gem’s fabricated alibi disappeared. He went back to the interrogation room.

      “You were identified,” he told Gem.

      “I still didn’t do it.” Gem seemed completely unconcerned by the revelation.

      Riker smirked and shook his head. “Tell it to the jury.”

      “It’s not going to a jury. Check my alibi.”

      “A phony alibi isn’t getting you anywhere.”

      Gem sat back in his chair, folding his arms. “It’s not phony.”
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      Gordon called Evans, the officer listed on Gem’s rap sheet for the last charge that had been dropped—a murder.

      “I’m calling about a case you handled last year,” he said after introducing himself.

      “Sure, what can I help you with?” Evans sounded friendly, eager to help out a fellow officer.

      “We’ve arrested a kid named Gem Johnson.”

      “Gem.” Evans’s sigh carried all the way down the line. “Good luck convicting him of anything.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “His alibis. He’s always got strong witnesses to say he was somewhere else.”

      “You couldn’t discredit them?” Riker was skeptical.

      “Let’s talk specifics.” Riker heard a long squeal as Evans leaned his chair back. “We arrested him for the murder of his pimp. There was a witness—someone who knew him. But Gem had a dozen witnesses who swore he was locked in a room with them the whole time. And the officers investigating the case were the ones to release them from that locked room, everyone including Gem.”

      “He was a male hooker?”

      “He was a child unlawfully confined in what turned out to be a sex shop. Even if we’d been able to make the murder charge stick, it was probably justifiable, with the torture the vic was putting those kids through.”

      “So the witnesses had reason to protect him. He was one of them.”

      “But we couldn’t break the stories of any of them. My own investigators said the door was locked and Gem on the other side. Even the pimp’s employees agreed that Gem and the others were securely locked away and couldn’t possibly have done it.”

      “So, it wasn’t him.” Riker stated the obvious.

      “I’m convinced it was Gem.” Evans sounded frustrated. “He was so blamed cocky about the whole thing.”

      “Or he was innocent.”

      “Even an innocent person knows he can be convicted in error. Gem knew he had an alibi. He knew he couldn’t be convicted.”

      Riker considered this. “The alibi he’s claimed this time is also a hooker.”

      “I wonder if it’s one of his old friends. Send me as much identifying information as you can. I’ll cross check it against the murder file and see if it was one of the other kids in the shop. Anything to help break one of Gem’s phony alibis!”

      “Have there been others?”

      “Yes. Nothing as serious. But he’s always got something cooked up. If I didn’t know better, I’d say that kid can walk through walls or teleport himself.”

      Riker rolled his eyes. “Thanks for your offer. I’ll send you the info on the girl as soon as we catch up with her.”

      “Sure. I hope I can help.”
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      Riker strolled in front of the plaza looking for a redhead. A blonde with lurid makeup scowled at his uniform. “What are you doing here? No one’s doing anything illegal.”

      “I’m looking for a girl named Cheyenne.”

      “She’s not here.”

      “She’s not in any trouble. But she may be able to help a boy who is.”

      The blonde shook her head and walked away. It took Riker another half hour of walking around to spot the tall redhead dressed in black sequins.

      “Hi, Cheyenne.”

      She stopped and scowled at him. “Am I supposed to be impressed that you know my name?”

      The girl had looked good from a distance. Closer up, she looked tired, her makeup smudging in the heat.

      “No. But I need your help for a few minutes.”

      “Sorry.”

      “There is a boy in a lot of trouble. He says he spent some time with you earlier today. All you need to do is say no. Then I’ll leave you alone.”

      She looked at him for a moment. “Gem?” she asked tentatively.

      “Yes. Gem.”

      She scanned her surroundings, looking for anyone who might be paying attention to her conversation with a cop. She didn’t need potential johns avoiding her or her pimp getting angry with her. “He was a nice guy. Acted like I was a real person instead of just…” she gestured to her outfit, “just this.”

      “What time did you see him?”

      “Three o’clock show.”

      “And what time did you split up?”

      “Between four-thirty and five.”

      “You were with him the whole time? He never left for a refill? To go to the john?”

      “You don’t go to the john in a place like that,” she laughed.

      “Did you separate at all in that period?” Riker persisted.

      “No.”

      “You’re going to have to come in for questioning.”

      “Oh, come on,” Cheyenne complained, “all we did was watch a movie together!”

      “I doubt if you even did that. But if you’re going to stick to the story that he was with you, we have to get your statement.”

      “What if I don’t?”

      Riker smiled. That would suit him just fine. “Then we take him down for armed robbery and a number of other charges.”

      She shook her red head deliberately. “I can’t let that happen to him. He was a nice guy.”

      “So nice you agreed to lie for him.”

      “I’m not lying. Other girls saw him with me. The ticket guy, the ushers, they all saw him too.”

      “Doesn’t mean he was there the whole time.”

      She rolled her eyes and huffed. “Ask some of the others who were there,” she insisted. “It’s not just me.”

      Riker nodded. “That’s exactly what I plan to do. And you’re going to help me.”
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      The next day, Gordon talked with the theater staff while Riker worked with Cheyenne to track down and interview the other prostitutes who might have seen Gem at the theater.

      “Do you remember seeing this boy yesterday?” he questioned the man in the ticket booth, holding up a photo of Gem.

      “I don’t allow underage kids in there,” he snapped back, not looking at it.

      “I’m not here to bust your chops about it. He says he was here. I say he wasn’t.”

      The man motioned for the picture. Gordon slid it under the glass to him.

      “I hate to disagree with a cop, but…”

      “You saw him?”

      “Yeah. With one of the girls. The… redhead, I think. I thought he was lucky to get in with her; she doesn’t usually go for the young ones.”

      “What show?”

      “Afternoon matinee. Three o’clock.”

      “Did you see him come out?”

      “After the show? Can’t say I noticed.”

      “During the show?”

      “No. No one leaves without security knowing it. We don’t want any trouble—guys hanging out in dark corners, all worked up, people sneaking in and out the back door. No, we’re careful here. I would know if someone left in the middle of the movie.”

      “Can I talk to your ushers and security?”

      “Head of security is just around the corner. He’ll direct you to who was on duty yesterday.”

      Gordon went in to see him. The head of security listened to his request and nodded. “Yeah, the regular usher didn’t show up, so I had to stand in myself.”

      “You see this kid?”

      The guard took the picture and studied it carefully. “Sure, I remember him. Got in a ruckus in the middle of the show.”

      “He what?”

      “The guy behind him was complaining about the kid making too much noise. Kid said he was just whispering to the girl. I suspect they were doing more than just talking, but he was behaving himself when I shone my light on him. I told him to shut up, or I’d turn him out.”

      “About what time was this?”

      “Halfway point. About quarter to four.”

      “Are you sure he couldn’t have snuck out after that?”

      “Why would he sneak out? Usually, they’re sneaking in. I kept an eye on him the rest of the show to make sure he didn’t make any trouble. He never left his seat.”

      Gordon swore in disbelief.
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      “Oh, there’s Gracie,” Cheyenne said. “I think she was around. Gracie?”

      The girl was younger than Cheyenne. Closer to Gem in age. She looked Riker over vaguely before turning to Cheyenne.

      “What’s going on?”

      Cheyenne didn’t answer. Riker took out Gem’s picture. “Have you ever seen this boy?”

      Gracie squinted at the picture.

      “Where’s your contacts, honey?” Cheyenne asked in a motherly tone.

      “I lost them.”

      After looking around covertly, Gracie slipped a pair of glasses out of her purse and put them on. She looked at the picture again. She brightened and took the picture from Riker. “Is that Gem? How did you know I knew Gem?” She looked at both of them.

      Riker was startled. “You know Gem?” he repeated.

      “Sure, I know him from back in—from before.” She hesitated. “What’s this about? Is Gem in trouble?”

      “You never said anything yesterday. Didn’t you see me with him?” Cheyenne demanded.

      Gracie motioned in embarrassment at her glasses. “I can’t see faces without these. Unless we’re real close. I couldn’t even describe the guy I was with last,” she said with a laugh. She looked back and forth at them. “So, what’s Gem in trouble for?”

      “Are you one of the kids from the same shop as Gem?”

      “Oh… you know about that?” Gracie thought for a moment before revealing anything further. “Whoever killed Raphael saved my life. And the others’ too. That place was a rat hole. Honest, the rest of us woulda been dead in a few more weeks. The doctor said so. But Gem didn’t kill Rafe. He’s like a brother, and I’d lie for him if he needed me to, but I didn’t need to. He was locked up with the rest of us. He couldn’t have killed Rafe.”

      “Just like he couldn’t have committed an armed robbery yesterday because he was with your friend,” Riker said, turning to glare at Cheyenne.

      Gracie took off her glasses and put them away. “Yeah, I guess. Gem’s pretty good at keeping out of jail.”

      With that, she started to walk away.

      “Gracie, you get yourself some new contacts,” Cheyenne called after her. “You gotta be able to see what’s in a man’s eyes.”

      Gracie waved her hand. “I can still tell. I’ll get new ones soon.”
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