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Chapter 1: East Cleveland Heights 
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The morning sun stretched across the rooftops of Superior Hill, where the border between Cleveland Heights and East Cleveland blurred like a cracked sidewalk line. On one side of Coventry Road, you had red-brick homes with worn porches. On the other, small apartment buildings with faded paint, crooked satellite dishes, and history soaked into every corner. 

Jaylen Sparks lived in a two-bedroom apartment on the East Cleveland side, the half people rarely bragged about. Just next door, across that invisible line, Marcus Thompson lived in a two-story house on the Cleveland Heights side. Two boys. Two cities. One friendship built tighter than the property line that split their block. 

Jaylen stood outside his building, straightening the thrift-store tie he had practiced knotting a dozen times the night before. He glanced over at Marcus’s house but saw no movement yet. He did not wait. With his satchel slung over his shoulder and his dress shoes clicking on the pavement, he walked toward Superior and caught the #35 RTA bus. 

It did not drop him off directly in front of the school. After getting off at the usual stop near Forest Hills Park, Jaylen still had to hike a solid 0.8 miles uphill. Past rows of early-morning porch sweepers, corner-store regulars, and potholes that had been there since before he was born. 

East Cleveland Heights High came into view like something out of a brochure. Polished. Clean. Futuristic. It sat on land that used to belong to the historic McGregor Home, also known as McGregor Amasa, a long-standing elder care facility rich in local history. But when the McGregor organization moved into a newer, more expansive property farther up the hill, the community saw opportunity. 

Not controversy. Not displacement. 

Just evolution. 

That land, once a home for the elders, now held the future. A school for the gifted artists, coders, engineers, dancers, debaters. You didn’t need a 4.0 to get in. You needed something real. A spark. A skill. Jaylen Sparks had his. 

He adjusted his tie as he crossed the last intersection. A few other students walked beside him. Some nodded, some kept moving. Nobody dressed like him, though. 

Jaylen pushed through the double doors of East Cleveland Heights High, and heads turned almost immediately. 

Whispers followed him. 

“Why he always dressed like a two dollar preacher?” 

“That boy look like he about to sue the whole school.” 

Jaylen ignored it. Every day it was the same. 

He walked through a sea of fitted caps, bubble jackets, Timberlands, foam runners, and Bluetooth speakers tucked in bookbags. Most kids came dressed for battle. Jaylen came dressed for court. 

The school was a product of unity, but not peace. East Cleveland and Cleveland Heights had been rivals for decades. From the football fields, to the basketball court, to the streets. 

It was EC versus The Heights. 

Black and red versus black and gold pride. 

Now their kids were shoved together under one gleaming roof, and the tension was real. 

That was when Derek Whitmore showed up. 

Senior. Linebacker. Walked like he owned the school. Repped East Cleveland with every step. 

He stepped in front of Jaylen like a brick wall. 

“Well, well,” Derek said, smirking. “Lil Law and Order SVU back. Who you defending today?” 

Jaylen stared up at him calmly. “Morning, Derek. Need help understanding your legal rights again?” 

A few nearby students snorted laughter. Derek’s smile tightened. 

“You talk slick now, but that suit ain’t bulletproof,” Derek said, stepping in close. 

Jaylen adjusted his tie. “Neither are empty threats.” 

More laughter. Derek’s jaw flexed, but he didn’t swing. Not here. Not with teachers peeking around corners. 

He backed off with a shoulder bump and disappeared down the hallway. 

Jaylen turned to his locker. Calm on the outside. Heart pounding underneath. 

Before he could even open the door, a voice cut in beside him. 

“You really don’t get tired of being a smart-ass, huh?” 

He grinned. “Good morning, Mia.” 

Mia Robinson leaned on the locker next to his. Hoodie half-zipped. Braids pulled up. Silver hoop in one ear, sarcasm in the other. 

She studied him for a second. 

“You know one day... he’s not gonna just walk away, right?” 

Jaylen shrugged slightly. “I know.” 

“That’s why I wear black,” he added. “Saves time planning the funeral outfit.” 

She let out a short laugh, shaking her head. Then her expression shifted. 

“Jay... you didn’t hear?” 

He stopped mid-motion. “Hear what?” 

Mia’s face went still. 

“They locked Marcus up last night.” 

Jaylen blinked. “Locked him up... for what?” 

“For murder.” 

Silence hit between them. 

“What?” His voice dropped. “Marcus Thompson?” 

“They said his fingerprints were at the scene,” Mia said. “Community center break-in. Mr. Jennings is dead.” 

Jaylen stared at her like the words hadn’t settled yet. 

“That don’t even sound right,” he said. “Marcus wouldn’t... he couldn’t...” 

“I’m just telling you what people are saying,” Mia replied, watching him closely. 

Jaylen slammed his locker shut. “Fingerprints aren’t guilt. That’s not how that works. There’s more to this.” 

Mia grabbed his arm, not hard, just enough to stop him from walking off. 

“Jay... listen to me,” she said. “This ain’t one of your cases. This is real. They’re not gonna wait around for you to figure it out.” 

He turned, eyes locked with hers. 

“That’s why I need to help him.” 

She searched his face. “Help him how?” 

“You already know how.” 

“You’re not a lawyer, Jay.” 

“Not yet.” 

He walked off before she could respond, hallway noise trailing behind him. Kids stared. Teachers whispered. But Jaylen moved like none of it mattered. 

Because it didn’t. 

Not compared to Marcus. 

Not compared to the truth. 

Outside, the wind blew off the lake, sharp and cold. But Jaylen barely noticed. His brain was already at work. Scanning what he knew, what he needed to know, what questions to ask, what lies to catch. 

This wasn’t about homework anymore. 

This was about justice. For Marcus. For the block. For the ones who couldn’t afford silence. 

From a small apartment on the East Cleveland side of Superior Hill, 

a spark had been lit. 

And Jaylen Sparks was about to walk it straight into the fire. 
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Chapter 2: The Accused 
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The sky outside was still a dull gray when Jaylen Sparks sat at the kitchen table, staring into a cold bowl of cereal he hadn’t touched. His law textbook lay open, pages marked with highlighter, corners curled from overuse. But this morning, the words meant nothing. 

His mind wasn’t here. 

It was with Marcus. 

He hadn’t seen the arrest, only heard about it from Mia, but his imagination filled in the blanks. Flashing red and blue lights slicing through the dark. Marcus on the porch, calm but cornered. Officers shouting orders with their hands already near their holsters. Headlines forming before the cuffs even clicked. 

It played in Jaylen’s head like a true crime documentary on loop. 

In fact, one was playing on the muted TV across the room, a rerun about the Central Park Five. He had seen it before, but this time it hit different. Five boys accused. Interrogated. Labeled monsters. No evidence. Just fear and a story the system wanted to tell. 

Jaylen stared at the screen. 

Then closed his eyes. 

He could still hear Marcus’s voice. 

That last conversation they had. Just a few mornings ago. Before everything flipped. 

The streets on Coventry were quiet that day, just the wind and the occasional dog barking somewhere in the distance. Jaylen had been posted on the porch, flipping through a thick law textbook, the kind with too many footnotes and not enough answers. 

Then came the rhythmic beat of running shoes on pavement. 

Marcus jogged into view, drenched in sweat, but still looking like he had five more miles in him. He slowed to a stop near the porch, breath steady, eyes playful. 

“Hey, future Attorney General,” he grinned. 

Jaylen marked his place with a finger. 

“You’re up early, Thompson. Another marathon session?” 

Marcus stopped mid-stretch and looked at him. 

“Thompson?” he said. “Bro, what is this? You a teacher now? You about to ask for my hall pass next, Principal Sparks?” 

Jaylen shrugged, calm as ever. 

“Trying to keep it professional.” 

Marcus shook his head, half smiling. 

“Don’t you read the newspaper or watch anything?” 

Jaylen flipped a page. 

“Only the legal notices. That section. Law and justice channel too.” 

Marcus stared at him for a second, then let out a short laugh. 

“Man, you different.” 

He stepped closer, pointing at him. 

“Well, you need to start.” 

Jaylen didn’t look up. 

“I watch what matters.” 

Marcus tapped his chest. 

“Exactly. So watch this.” 

A grin spread across his face. 

“They don’t even call me by my real name no more.” 

Jaylen finally looked up. 

“Oh yeah?” 

Marcus grinned wider. 

“They calling me Mar the Star.” 

Jaylen held his look for a second, then nodded like he filed it away. 

“Mar the Star... Thompson,” he said. “Copy that.” 

He went right back to reading. 

Marcus laughed, grabbing his bag. 

“Later, Tiny Cochran.” 

Marcus turned to go, but paused. His voice still light, but his eyes more serious now. 

Jaylen called out before he could jog away. 

“Hey...” 

Marcus looked back. 

Jaylen hesitated, then said it. 

“Thanks. For always believing in me.” 

Marcus’s grin widened. 

“Always.” 

Then he took off down the street, his smooth stride fading into the morning light. 

The apartment was quiet now. Auntie Diana had been gone for hours, probably halfway through her second home visit by now. She worked as a home health aide nurse, bouncing from house to house all over the east side. Elder care, post-surgery checkups, dementia support. She did it all. And lately, she had been picking up double shifts. 

Not just for the bills. 

She had a dream. 

Starting her own home healthcare agency. 

Her name on the side of the van. 

Her staff. 

Her vision. 

Jaylen saw the grind in her. Understood it. And respected it more than he could ever say out loud. 

Even if that meant eating solo most nights. 

Even if that meant most conversations were check-ins and fridge notes. 

Because she had stepped in when no one else did. 

He glanced at the photo on the kitchen counter. His mom and dad frozen in time, arms wrapped around a five-year-old Jaylen at the zoo. 

They were killed in Chardon, Ohio, after a traffic stop that made no sense. A cracked taillight. Two officers. One story. 

His father, they said, got "aggressive." 

They claimed he reached for something. 

Body cams didn’t work. 

No dashcam either. 

His mother was shot when she screamed. 

The
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