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Prologue
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Atlantic City, New Jersey

April 1988, 2:17 a.m.

The cigar smoke hung in layers like geological strata. Beneath it, the faint metallic bite of fear-sweat and spilled champagne.

Victor Kane sat at the head of the green felt table like he owned the geometry of the room. He didn’t. Not yet. But the men around him — fight promoters, connected lawyers, two mid-level Outfit guys — already behaved as if he did.

Kane leaned forward, elbows on the table, gold cufflinks catching the low light. His eyes were bright, almost feverish.

“You understand what I’m saying?” His voice was low, conversational, the way a surgeon talks right before he opens the chest. “They won’t just beat him. They’ll destroy him. Late in the fourth, when the legs go. One clean shot to the temple. You’ll hear the crack from the cheap seats. The crowd will lose their fucking minds.” 

He smiled. It wasn’t warm. It was appreciative. The smile of a man watching a beautiful mechanism perform exactly as designed.

The agent — still using the name Daniel Voss back then — felt the skin on his arms tighten. He had come for the licensing contracts on the Tyson fight. He was leaving with something far more expensive: the certain knowledge that the man across the table didn’t just enjoy violence.

He recognized it. The way other men recognize music or money.

Kane lifted his glass of diet soda. “To the beautiful moment when the strong man breaks the weak one. And everyone cheers. Because deep down, they all want to be the one doing the breaking.” He drank. The preternatural flicker lasted less than a second. Most men at the table missed it. They had probably never watched a wolf spot its prey.

Voss had. 

Thirty-eight years later, that same flicker would appear on live television from the Oval Office while a war-time president was publicly humiliated for the cameras. The same predator instinct. The same for the decisive, theatrical breaking of another man.Only now the arena was the world.

And the crowd was billions.

Kane set the glass down with a soft click.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “the age of pretending is over. Power isn’t complicated. It’s just who’s willing to do what the other guy won’t.”

He looked straight at Voss for the first time that night.

“And I,” he said quietly, “am willing. I win.”
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The War Room

Washington, D.C.

November 12, 2025, 11:19 p.m.

The Situation Room smelled of burnt coffee, ozone from too many screens, and the faint metallic tang of fear.

Six men and two women sat around the long table under harsh LED lights. No one spoke above a murmur. The large central monitor showed real-time polling aggregates from Ukraine: green arrows spiking upward for the first time in months. Ukrainian forces had clawed back momentum in Donetsk. Russian casualties were climbing again. European aid was flowing faster than expected. The “forever war” narrative was cracking. Victor Kane sat at the head of the table, tie loosened shirtsleeves rolled up, staring at the numbers like they were personal insults.

No one wanted to say it.

Finally, Secretary of State Hugo Ventana broke the silence, voice low. “Mr. President... The Bear’s going to call. Probably within the hour. He’s not happy.”

Kane didn’t blink. He just kept staring at the screen, that preternatural stillness settling over him. The same stillness Voss had seen decades earlier in the Kane Plaza back room, right before Kane described a fighter’s skull cracking.

“Polls,” Kane said flatly. “Fucking polls.”

He tapped the table once with a thick finger. The sound was soft but everyone felt it.

His advisor leaned forward, eyes bright behind his glasses. “We can spin this. Frame it as the deep state still propping up their proxy war. Afghanistan, the weakness in Crimea, Burisma money. The base will eat it up.”

His campaign press secretary was already typing on his laptop crafting the first Truth Social draft. “We make The Bear the victim of his own generals. Or, we make the President -– “No Cards” — like that? — the ungrateful one again. Either way we’ll control the narrative.”

Kane leaned back. The flicker was there for half a second — the same satisfying feeling of unbridled power he got in the Oval Office months back, making a world leader answer to him.  Broadcast live from the Oval. 

So satisfying. That will teach them to push back on him.

He was calculating, not strategizing. Feeling that dark energy. Kane hated losing momentum. Hated it the way other men hate weakness.

“Get him on the phone,” President Kane said quietly. “I’ll handle it.”

No one moved immediately. The room stayed pensive, heavy with the knowledge that The Bear on a bad night was not a man who accepted excuses. And Victor Kane did not like being the bearer of bad news to another alpha.

Voss, watching silently. This was the moment the carnival risked losing control of its own show. The strongman in Moscow wasn’t just another foil. Why has always been a mystery but...he was a peer who could break the script.

Kane stood up, straightened his tie, and gave that big television smile that never reached the eyes.“Tell him I’m coming in hot,” he said. “Tell him the Supermacher’s got a deal that’ll make everybody happy.”

But in the silence that followed, everyone in the room understood the truth:

No one wanted that phone call.

But it was coming anyway.
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The Unreturned Call

Washington, D.C.

November 13, 2025, 2:47 a.m.

The Situation Room had gone graveyard quiet.

Victor Kane stood at the head of the table, phone pressed to his ear, listening to dead air. The secure line to Moscow had rung eight times before clicking straight to a recorded message in Russian — a polite female voice informing the caller that the President of the Russian Federation was unavailable.

Kane lowered the phone slowly. His face was stone, but Voss saw the flicker again — that brief, cruel tightening at the corners of the eyes. Not rage. Recognition. Another strongman had just reminded him that the carnival had rules, and the ringmaster wasn’t always the one holding the whip.

“Refused,” Kane said flatly. “That son of a bitch refused to take MY call?”

The Chief of Staff exhaled through his teeth. “Sir, his reserves are collapsing. Central Bank liquidity is down another eleven percent since yesterday. The ruble is in free-fall. They’re burning through sovereign wealth faster than they can print lies.”

An aide looked up from his laptop, voice clinical. “The Doge King pulled Moonlink coverage over the entire theater at 2200 hours. Ukrainian drones just hit two more refineries outside Rostov. Production offline for at least six weeks. They lost another Su-34 over Kharkiv, but according to The Bear, ‘the Banderites are still advancing in the gray zone.’  The Bear’s dream is bleeding out in real time.”

Kane stared at the big screen. Red icons pulsed over Russian energy infrastructure. Blue arrows showed Ukrainian momentum creeping forward again. The polls had flipped hard. The war was no longer a frozen Russian advantage — it was becoming a meat grinder that favored the side with better technology, better motivation, and, for the moment, better friends.

He let the silence stretch. No one dared fill it.

Finally Kane spoke, almost to himself. “He’s not taking my call because he’s afraid I’ll offer him the off-ramp he needs... and he still thinks he can break them first.”

Voss, from the back of the room, felt the scar on his jaw. He had seen this exact calculus in Atlantic City decades earlier — the moment when the promoter realizes the fighter in the ring might actually die, and the crowd is starting to turn.

Kane straightened, the big television smile sliding back into place like a mask.

“Fine,” he said. “If The Bear won’t answer, we feed the narrative another way. Sol, leak the Crossfire Hoax files wider. Make sure every Truth goes out with ‘ByeJoe’s war’ and ‘Sprinter’s money.’ Let the base connect the dots.”

He tapped the table once.

“And get me The Doge King on the line. If he wants government contracts, he’ll turn Moonlink back on when I tell him to. The carnival doesn’t stop for one sulking czar.”

But in the cold fluorescent light, everyone in the room understood the truth:

The Bear wasn’t sulking. He was recalibrating.

And the
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