
Power, Secrecy, and the Price of Admission

       On a cracked sidewalk beneath a flickering theater marquee in Washington, D.C. four friends were 
chatting while waiting in line. A digital billboard showed a motionless veiled woman on the edge of shadow, her 
outline wavering from smoke and secrecy. She did not move. She did not need to. The distant Capitol dome 
stood as a pale, indifferent ghost above the city.
       Terri leaned upon the hard asphalt littered with chewing gum, spit, plastic wrappers, and empty beer bottles. 
Her gaze stretched beyond the alley as she spoke, "There’s a peep show running in Washington. Everything 
we call public is now a theater: seats sold to the highest bidder, scripts edited by major shareholders. The rest 
of us are extras who forget our lines."
       Kris nodded slowly, the neon lights tracing the sharp architecture of her frustration. Her hands buried deep 
in her pockets, as if searching for something solid in a world that kept dissolving. "I know," she murmured. "It’s 
all utterly obscene.”
       Her words lingered until Sam laughed—short, jagged as he stomped on a cigarette butt. He tugged at his 
collar, as though the night itself had tightened around his throat. "Isn't that old news??" he asked in jest, a 
mocking glint in his eyes. "Hasn't secrecy often been hailed as the way to stability or patriotism as a duty?"
       "Tim kicked at a stray ticket on the pavement, a half-smirk playing on his lips. "Can any of us become more 
than spectators? Can we enter the real show?" he asked with faux-innocence. A half-smile flickered across 
his face.
       Kris replied "Exclusive games are hard to enter," she said.  "High stakes. Private show." She glanced at 
Tim and Terri, testing the edges of  something she didn’t quite understand.
       "Yeah," San said, "none of us will never get a ticket. You need at least ten million — and friends whose 
business is kept well-hidden."
       The city hummed behind them—traffic, sirens, distant voices— a restless organism feeding on its own 
noise. Tim exhaled slowly, his breath visible now in the cooling air. He looked down— at his shoes, at the 
cracked pavement, at the quiet evidence of where he stood. The marquee sputtered and died in a cold pool of 
neon memory. BLACKOUT.
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