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    Salute The Sport

    
    The noise hit him first. It wasn’t a cheer. It was a physical wall, a solid mass of vibration and jagged sound that slammed into him the moment the heavy oak doors of the Winchester Courthouse groaned open. Shatta didn’t flinch.

He didn’t blink. He simply stepped out into the afternoon heat, his face a mask of practiced indifference. He wanted the car. He wanted the sterile silence of his apartment.

He wanted to be anywhere but on these concrete steps, under a sun that felt less like warmth and more like a spotlight, with every lens in the city focused on the grain of his skin. The transition from the air-conditioned, wood-paneled quiet of the courtroom to the raw, unwashed reality of the street was a violent shift in frequency.

His crew, S.T.S., had occupied the entire plaza. They swarmed the concrete, a restless sea of black and gold that spilled across the granite steps and onto the cracked sidewalk below. They waved T-shirts high above their heads, the fabric snapping in the stale breeze. On the front of every shirt was Shatta’s own face, rendered in a grainy, high-contrast stencil that made him look like a martyr or a saint. SALUTE THE SPORT, the shirts screamed in blocky, unapologetic letters.

The phrase was more than a slogan; it was the manifesto of a kingdom that the District Attorney had tried and failed to dismantle over the last six months of grueling testimony and suppressed evidence. Flashbulbs popped in a rapid-fire staccato, leaving white, jagged ghosts burned into his vision. Reporters shoved microphones forward like bayonets, the foam-covered tips nearly brushing his chin.

They shouted questions that were immediately shredded by the roar of the crowd, a chaotic mix of legal jargon and street slang. Shatta scanned the perimeter, his eyes moving with the slow, mechanical precision of a predator checking for a snare. He wasn’t looking for friends or the familiar faces of his lieutenants. He was looking for the quiet path out—the thin seam in the chaos where he could slip away before the spectacle turned into a riot.

There was none. The sidewalk was a dense thicket of black-and-gold S.T.S. gear and local news vans idling at the curb, their exhaust adding a hazy, toxic shimmer to the air. The asphalt smelled of a morning rain that had never fully dried and the heavy, cloying scent of hot grease from a nearby street vendor.

The atmosphere was thick with the sweat of a thousand people who had waited hours to see a man walk away from a murder charge that should have buried him beneath the prison. A young kid, barely seventeen with ribs showing through his thin tank top, managed to shove his way through the phalanx of older, broader men to reach the front of the line.

He clutched an S.T.S. tee that was at least three sizes too big for his scrawny frame. The shirt sat crooked, the collar sagging down past one bony shoulder, the stenciled face of Shatta distorted by the folds of the cheap, stiff fabric. The boy was screaming Shatta’s name, his throat cords standing out like guitar strings, his face turning a bruised, frantic shade of purple from the sheer effort of being heard over the din.

He was desperate to be seen by the man who had just walked out of the lion’s den, desperate to prove that he belonged to the legend. Shatta stopped. The movement was so sudden, so absolute, that the senior crew members walking behind him nearly stumbled over their own feet. He ignored the cameras.

He ignored the oppressive heat. He didn't look at the sky or the reporters who were currently stepping on each other's toes to get a better angle. He reached out with hands that were steady, his movements deliberate and heavy with intent. He took the boy by the shoulders and turned him.

The crowd went quiet. The chanting died down to a confused, low-frequency murmur as the shift in energy rippled through the plaza. Shatta didn't say a word. He reached for the boy’s shirt, his fingers catching the scratchy polyester.

He could feel the kid trembling, a fine, high-voltage shiver that ran through the boy's frame. Shatta pulled the fabric taut, smoothing the wrinkles over the kid's chest with the flat of his palm. The ink on the shirt was fresh, smelling of chemicals and industrial heat. He worked with a meticulousness that felt out of place amidst the riot, ensuring the "SALUTE THE SPORT" logo was centered and crisp.

Finally, he tucked the excess fabric into the boy’s waistband with a sharp, disciplined tug. It was a message, delivered without a single syllable. Be sharp. We are not a mob. We are a business.

Shatta knew that if they looked like thugs, they were targets. If they looked like an army, they were a problem the city would try to solve with more than just a jury. The boy stood frozen, his eyes wide and glassy, his breath hitching in a chest that barely moved. To him, this was a baptism, a personal touch from the king.

To Shatta, it was the correction of a sloppy image. He gave the boy’s shoulder one firm, grounding squeeze—letting the kid feel the callous of his palm—and then he looked up. His gaze didn't return to his cheering supporters. Instead, he locked eyes with a man standing fifty feet away on the edge of the police line, leaning against a rusted metal barricade.

Detective Miller. Miller wasn't in uniform, but the cheap charcoal suit—shiny at the elbows and tight across the shoulders—shouted "police" louder than a silver badge ever could. He stood with his hands gripped behind his back, his feet planted wide. He didn't cheer.

He didn't move. His face was a slab of cold stone, weathered by decades of Winchester’s grime. The detective had spent the last two decades trying to find a way to pin Shatta to the pavement, and today he had watched the system fail him in spectacular fashion. They had a history that could fill the ledgers of every precinct in the city—a history written in blood, drug tallies, and the kind of handshakes that happened in the shadows of warehouses when the cameras weren't rolling.

Miller was the plug, the man who made the wheels of the city turn for a specific price, but today, his eyes were empty of any professional courtesy. He looked at Shatta like a man looking at a mathematical error he fully intended to erase. The "Winchester Way" usually involved a delicate balance of corruption and order, but the acquittal had tipped the scales too far.

Shatta didn't blink. He knew his freedom didn't just frustrate the DA; it made the entire department look like amateurs. He was the king of Winchester who had just walked through a furnace and emerged without a single singe on his three-piece suit. But as he locked eyes with Miller, he realized the trial was just the opening act, a performance for the public.

The real war, the one where the rules were written in lead and ego, was waiting for him at the bottom of these steps. Miller’s jaw tightened, a small, telltale sign of a man holding back a storm. He turned away from the detective and searched for his exit. The SUV should have been idling at the curb, but the media had created a blockade of metal tripods, tangled orange cables, and aggressive bodies.

The air was thick with the smell of expensive cologne and cheap hairspray, a nauseating cocktail under the midday sun.

"Shatta! Over here!" a reporter screamed, her face inches from his. She had a streak of makeup running down her temple from the humidity, her eyes wide with the frantic energy of someone hunting for a soundbite. "Was justice served today, or did your money buy that verdict?

The families of the victims are calling this a tragedy—do you have a response?" Shatta stared right through her. He didn't offer a smirk or a middle finger. He offered nothing.

He was a statue carved from a hard, uncompromising life, and he knew that any word he spoke would be harvested, twisted, and served up as a headline he didn’t want his girl to read over dinner. He thought of her for a split second—twenty years of her holding him down, waiting for him to come home from nights like this.

She was the only reason he kept his mouth shut. A hand gripped his upper arm, the pressure hard and familiar. It was a grip that could either lead you to safety or drag you into a fight.

"Time to go, brother," Yabba growled into his ear, his voice a low vibration that barely rose above the din. "This heat is no good. We're sitting ducks on these steps. The sharks are circling, and I don’t just mean the ones with badges."

Yabba was the bedrock. They had been in the dirt together for twenty years, long before S.T.S. was a brand and Winchester was their kingdom. Yabba’s eyes were darting, his head on a swivel, his body positioned to shield Shatta’s vitals. He wasn't looking at the cameras or the girls screaming from the sidewalk.

He was looking at the flat rooftops of the surrounding buildings and the narrow gaps between the news vans. He knew the same thing Shatta did: an acquittal wasn't a peace treaty. It was a dinner bell for every predator in the city who thought they could do what the D.A. couldn’t.

"Where's the car?" Shatta asked, his voice low and gravelly, like stones grinding together. He felt the dry itch of the courthouse air still lingering in his throat. "Two blocks down.

The crowd blocked the lane, and the cops wouldn't let the driver push through," Yabba replied, already pulling him forward, his shoulder acting as a plow through the media scrum.

"Move. Now. Don’t look at Miller. Don’t look at anyone."

They began to descend the steps. The S.T.S. crew formed a loose, shifting V-shape around them, trying to push back the reporters, but the chaos was total. Shatta felt the sweat prickling under his starch-stiff collar. The air was thick and heavy, saturated with the smell of too many bodies packed into a small space and the ozone of the news van generators.

Every step felt like wading through deep water. The concrete under his shoes was radiating the day’s heat, making the soles of his feet burn. As they reached the sidewalk, the crowd surged, a wave of humanity that threatened to pin them against the courthouse wall. Shatta looked past the sea of microphones and the waving hands.

On the adjacent street, a black SUV with windows tinted so dark they looked like pools of spilled ink was creeping through the gridlocked traffic. It didn't have the markings of a news vehicle, and it didn't belong to his fleet. Then he felt it. It wasn't a sound at first.

It was a pressure that started in the soles of his shoes and climbed up his shins. It settled in his chest, a deep, rhythmic thud that made his heart feel like it was beating out of sync with the rest of the world. Thump-thump-thump. The bass was turned up so high it seemed to displace the very oxygen around them, rattling the windows of the parked cars and making the metal tripods of the camera crews shiver.

The SUV slowed as it drew parallel to the courthouse steps. The crowd’s cheering faltered, the rhythm of the chants breaking apart as the heavy vibration drowned out their voices. Even the reporters turned their heads, sensing the shift in the atmosphere, the way the air had suddenly grown colder despite the relentless sun. The frequency of the bass was a physical threat, a territorial claim made with sound.

Shatta stopped again. He watched the SUV. It wasn't one of theirs; the rims were too flashy—oversized chrome that caught the sun and threw blinding glints into the crowd—and the movement was too aggressive. Through a momentary gap between two news vans, he caught a glimpse of the faces inside the cabin through the windshield.

He recognized the driver—a man with a jagged, white scar running through his left eyebrow and down into his cheek, a permanent mark of a botched hit years ago. Shotta’s top shooter. The memory of Darlene flashed through his mind—his ex-girlfriend, the woman who had been secretly bankrolling Shotta’s operations before she was murdered. The woman whose death had been the catalyst for the trial he had just escaped.

The betrayal of her secret life still tasted like copper in his mouth. Shotta wasn't there to celebrate a legal victory or to show respect to a peer. Shotta was there to remind him that the streets didn't recognize the signature of a judge or the decision of a twelve-person jury. The war wasn't over.

It had just moved from the sterile courtroom back to the curb.

"Shatta, don't stop," Yabba hissed, his hand tightening on Shatta's arm until it hurt, the fabric of Shatta's suit bunching under the pressure. "They're just baiting you. We’re out in the open. We have no cover here.

Keep moving to our car." But Shatta couldn't move. The news crew surged again, sensing the mounting tension like sharks in bloody water. A camera light, a blinding, white-hot artificial sun, was shoved directly into his face.

It burned into his retinas, leaving purple and yellow spots that made the world feel tilted and unreal. He was trapped in the middle of a spotlight, caught between the prying eyes of the public and the lethal intent of the black SUV. The heat from the camera lamp was blistering, adding to the sweat pouring down his back.

He stood his ground. He wouldn't run. He wouldn't show his back to the shooter or the cameras. If he ran now, his authority in Winchester would be dead by sunset.

Power in this city was about perception, and a king didn't bolt because of a rival’s bass. He stood like a statue in the center of the storm, the white light washing over him, making his dark suit look like a suit of armor. He focused on his breathing, keeping it slow, keeping his chest from heaving.

The reporter with the sharp, piercing voice yelled again, her voice cracking under the strain of the noise.

"Shatta! Do you have anything to say to the families of those who didn't get justice today? Is Shotta still your main competition for the north side?" Silence was his only answer.

It was the only answer he had ever given the system, and it was the only one they deserved. He didn't owe them his voice. He didn't owe them his fear. The black SUV came to a complete halt in the middle of the street.

The traffic behind it began to honk, a frantic, shrill counterpoint to the deep, oppressive bass that continued to hammer at Shatta’s ribs. The driver sat motionless, his hands visible on the steering wheel at ten and two, just waiting. The car seemed to pulse with the music, the metal bodywork vibrating with every low-end hit.

Shatta’s hand drifted toward his waistband out of habit, a reflexive search for the pressure of steel against his hip, then he remembered where he was. He was clean. He had to stay clean, at least for the next few hours while the world was watching and the cameras were rolling. Any slip-up now—any reach for a weapon he didn't even have—would be a gift to the DA and a reason for Miller to break his ribs.

Then, the passenger window of the black SUV began to slide down. It moved with agonizing slowness, a deliberate, theatrical reveal designed to milk the moment for all the terror it was worth. The heavy glass caught the reflection of the courthouse’s Greek columns before disappearing into the door frame. Shatta locked his gaze on the dark opening.

He expected a barrel. He expected the sudden, white-hot flash of a muzzle and the searing pain of a bullet. He braced his legs, his muscles coiled, ready to dive for the pavement or draw Yabba down with him into the cover of the nearest news van. He could feel the tension in the air snapping like a dry twig.

The window reached the bottom. There was no gun. There was no shooter leaning out with a masked face and a grudge. Instead, Shatta saw the interior of the car, smelling the faint, bitter scent of expensive leather and the sour, lingering odor of blunt smoke drifting out into the Winchester heat.

It was a smell he knew well—the smell of the life he was trying to navigate. Dangling from the rearview mirror was an empty leather gun holster. It was old and worn, the leather cracked and graying at the edges, the retaining strap frayed and hanging loose. It swayed gently in the breeze from the car’s air conditioner, moving back and forth like a slow-motion pendulum.

It was a hollow gesture, a visual promise of what was missing and what was inevitably coming. It was a void that needed to be filled. The driver didn't look at the crowd or the cameras. He looked directly at Shatta through the open window, his eyes hooded and dark.

He didn't smile. He didn't make a sign. He just sat there while the holster swung—a ticking clock for a man who thought he had walked away a free man. The driver’s scar seemed to twitch in the harsh light.

Suddenly, the driver slammed the car into gear. The tires shrieked against the sun-baked pavement, leaving two thick, black streaks of burnt rubber on the road. The SUV roared away, the engine’s growl finally overtaking the bass, weaving through the startled traffic and disappearing around the corner in a cloud of blue-grey exhaust that lingered in the stagnant air.

    

  
    The Price of Peace

    
    The key scraped against the lock. It made a sharp, metal sound in the quiet hall. Shatta didn’t swear. He just leaned his head against the door.

He waited for his heart to slow down. He had left the cameras and the crowds behind. His hand did not shake. But the lock would not turn.

The hallway was very still. Dust and old secrets filled the air. Downstairs, the world was still shouting his name. People wore black and gold S.T.S. shirts.

They treated him like a king who had just won a war. But up here on the fourth floor, everything smelled like floor wax. He was just a man who could not open his own front door. He wanted the court case to stay outside.

He wanted the empty holster in the SUV to stay far away. He took a slow, deep breath. He tasted the stale air. He felt the ridges of the key against his thumb.

He tried to turn it again. This time, the bolt slid back with a heavy, hollow thunk. The smell of home hit him first. Lavender.

It was Maya’s cheap candle, the kind she bought in bulk from the bodega on the corner. She used them to drown out the city musk that leaked through the window frames. The apartment was dim. The heavy blinds were drawn tight against the afternoon sun.

Long, bruised shadows stretched across the hardwood floor. Maya was on him before he could even kick off his shoes. She didn't say a word. She just threw her arms around his neck.

Her grip was so tight it almost took his breath away. She buried her face in the crook of his neck. He felt the sudden, damp heat of her tears soaking into his collar. She wasn’t sobbing out loud.

She was vibrating. It was a silent, frantic pressure. It told him everything the news cameras had missed.

“I saw it,” she whispered. Her voice was a frayed thread.

“On the TV. All those people… those cameras. Shatta, I thought they were going to tear you apart. I thought they were never going to let you come back to me.”

He held her. He rested one hand on the back of her head. He anchored the other at her waist. For twenty years, she had been his anchor.

He wanted to tell her the nightmare was over. He wanted to say the wood-paneled rooms and the stone-faced judges were gone for good. But the words felt like dry ash in his throat. He just stood there in the entryway.

The door was still cracked an inch behind him. It let the hallway's chill bleed into the room. After a long minute, he guided her toward the sagging velvet couch. She moved like her bones were made of glass.

She sat down and started wiping at her eyes with the heels of her hands. It was a fierce, angry motion. She wouldn’t look at him. She stared at her own lap.

Her fingers twitched against the fabric of her leggings.

“You hungry?” she asked. She forced a smile that didn't reach her eyes.

“I got some chicken in the fridge. I could fry it up real quick. You haven't had a real meal in months.”
“I’m good, baby,” he said.

He stayed on his feet. The apartment usually felt like a sanctuary. Now, it felt like a cage. The walls were too close.

The ceiling was too low. The black and gold T-shirt Yabba had tossed him in the car sat in a crumpled heap by the door. SALUTE THE SPORT. The grainy stencil of his own face stared up at him from the floor. He looked like a ghost on his own laundry.

Maya stood up. Her movements were jerky and unsettled. She walked over to the windowsill. A single terracotta pot sat there in the gloom.

Inside was a spindly green herb. She’d been nursing it for months. She called it her hope plant. It was a small bit of life in a place that didn't see enough sun.

She picked up a plastic cup of water. Her hand was shaking. Water sloshed over the side. Dark spots bloomed on the wood of the sill.

She reached out to touch a leaf. Her fingers barely grazed the green. The leaf snapped off. It drifted through the air, spinning once, before landing in the dust.

Maya froze. Her back went rigid. Her shoulders hunched up toward her ears. Shatta watched the line of her spine.

She was holding her breath. It looked like she thought the whole world might shatter if she let it out. Then came the knock. It wasn't a neighborly tap.

It was three hard, violent impacts. The door jumped in its frame. Boom. Boom. Boom.

Maya flinched. The plastic cup slipped from her fingers. It clattered onto the floor. Shatta was already moving.

He didn't think. He just slid into the space between his woman and the door. His body was a shield. He didn't have his piece.

The holster was empty. It was a gift to the DA's office to show he was a changed man. But he still had twenty years of survival coiled in his muscles. He looked through the peephole.

The lens distorted the hallway. It made the walls look like they were curving inward. Yabba stood there. He was bathed in the flickering, sickly yellow light of the broken fluorescent tube.

His face was a mask of jagged shadows. His eyes were moving. He scanned the hallway behind him. Then he locked onto the door.

He gave a sharp, urgent jerk of his chin.

“We need to talk,” Yabba’s voice muffled through the wood.

“Outside. Now.” Shatta turned the locks. The metal clicked like a countdown.

He opened the door just wide enough to slip through. He pulled it shut behind him. In the last second before the latch caught, he saw Maya’s face. She wasn't crying anymore.

She just looked tired. It was the kind of tired that sleep couldn't fix. She knew the quiet was over before it had even started. The hallway smelled of old bleach and a clogged drain.

The light fixture buzzed. It was a low sound that grated on Shatta’s nerves.

“Talk,” Shatta said. His voice was a low, flat rasp.

“What’s so big it can’t wait until the sun goes down? I just got home, Yabba.” Yabba leaned in. His voice was barely a whisper.

“The spot on 12th. The drop didn’t happen last night.” Shatta felt the air go cold in his lungs. A drop was the heartbeat of the operation. Cash came in from the street. It went to the stash. Then it moved to the clean businesses. It was a cycle that kept the lights on and the lawyers paid. If the heartbeat stopped, the body died. Without that money, S.T.S. was just a bunch of guys in matching shirts.

“What do you mean, it didn't happen?” Shatta asked.

“The money is still sitting in the safe. The runner never showed. Marlo ain’t answering his phone. I went by his girl’s place, his mama’s—nothing.

He’s ghost. He disappeared right before the count.” A cold pressure settled in Shatta’s gut. It wasn't the fear of a badge or a bullet.

It was the fear of a leak. It was a hole in the bottom of the boat. After six months in a courtroom, his reserves were thin. Being broke in Winchester was a death sentence.

The city didn't respect a king with empty pockets.

“Who knew about the 12th Street move?” Shatta asked. His tone was sharp and clinical. He was already counting his losses.

“Just us,” Yabba said.

“Me, you, and Marlo. And Marlo’s been with us since he was in diapers. He wouldn't flip. He's loyal.”
“Everybody flips for the right price, Yabba. Or the right threat. If they got to him, they got to us.” Shatta paced the narrow hallway. Three steps one way, three steps back. The flickering light made his shadow jump against the peeling wallpaper. An inside job. It had to be. Or someone had intercepted the runner. Both options ended with a body.

“The stash is still there?” Shatta asked. He stopped mid-stride.

“Untouched,” Yabba said.

“But someone left something. I found it sitting right on top of the safe. It was like they wanted me to see it first thing. Like a calling card.” Yabba reached into the pocket of his leather jacket. He pulled out a burner phone. It was a cheap, plastic piece of junk. It looked slick and oily under the hallway lights. He didn't hand it over right away. He held it like it might explode.

“Where did you find this?” Shatta asked.

“Right on the dial of the safe. No prints. No sign of a break-in. Whoever put it there has a key, Shatta. Or they're a shadow.” Shatta took the phone. The plastic was cold. He led Yabba toward the stairs. They needed to move.

“Where’s Marlo live? The apartment on 8th?”
“Yeah. Above the bodega with the broken sign.”

“We go there. Now. If he's talking, I need to stop him. If he's dead, I need to know why.”

Shatta turned toward his door one last time. He hesitated. His hand hovered over the knob. He could go back inside.

He could sit on that velvet couch and pretend the world wasn't ending. He could hold Maya and smell the lavender. But the burner phone was a ticking clock in his hand. He opened the door just enough to poke his head in.

Maya was still standing by the window. She was staring at the fallen leaf on the floor.

“I gotta go out,” he said. He tried to make his voice soft. It came out jagged.

“Business.” Maya didn't turn around.

“Business. It never stops, does it? Not even for one day. You're barely out of the shackles and you're already running.”
“It’s important, Maya. I’ll be back soon. I promise.”
“Lock the door,” she said. Her voice was flat.

“I know the drill, Shatta. I’ve been locking the door for twenty years. I know how to wait for a man who might not come back.” He closed it.

He listened for the click of the
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