
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Hitman's Heart

        

        
        
          Empire of Sin » (Mafia / Dark Crime Romance ), Volume 3

        

        
        
          Benak

        

        
          Published by Benak, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE HITMAN'S HEART

    

    
      First edition. March 24, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Benak.

    

    
    
      Written by Benak.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1.



[image: ]




The room smelled like old money and fresh blood.

Viktor Kozlov stood three feet from the door, his hands loose at his sides, his breathing slow and even. The blood wasn't visible—Volkov's people had cleaned the floors before summoning him—but it lingered in the air like a ghost, copper and iron beneath the polish of expensive wood and the musk of Cuban cigars.

Someone had died in this room recently. Probably in the last hour. Viktor didn't ask who.

Konstantin Volkov sat behind a desk that had belonged to a Russian prince before the Revolution, rescued from a burning estate and smuggled across three borders. Volkov was a collector of art, antiques, and people. He acquired beautiful things and kept them under glass, and when they stopped being useful, he disposed of them without sentiment.

Viktor had been one of his acquisitions for eighteen years.

"Kozlov," done, and "Kozlov," Volkov didn't look up from the documents spread before him. His voice was cultured, almost gentle—the voice of a man who'd learned long ago that true power didn't need to raise itself. "You've been busy."

"The Marchetti situation is resolved."

"So I heard; it was clean work." Now Volkov looked up, his pale eyes catching the lamplight.ght. He was fifty-eight years old but moved like a man two decades younger, and his face had the preserved quality of someone who'd never allowed stress to leave its mark. His hair was silver, swept back from a high forehead, and his hands were the soft hands of a man who'd outsourced violence for most of his life.

Those hands had signed Viktor's death warrant once, when Viktor was sixteen and stupid enough to try running. They'd signed his reprieve three days later, after Viktor had killed two of the men sent to retrieve him with his bare hands and a broken bottle.

Volkov had looked at the bodies, then at Viktor—bloody, shaking, feral with terror and adrenaline—and smiled.

You'll do, hlight."You'll do,"e'd said. You'll do nicely.

Eighteen years later, Viktor still didn't know whether that moment had saved his life or ended it.

"I have a new contract," Volkov said. He slid a folder across the desk, the motion precise and unhurried. "Personal interest. I need it handled with discretion."

Viktor stepped forward and took the folder. Opened it. Inside was a photograph of a woman.

She had dark hair, dark eyes, and a face that was striking rather than beautiful—strong bones, a full mouth, and an expression that was both intelligent and alert. She was laughing in the photo, her head turned slightly, caught mid-motion as if the camera had surprised her.

"Elena Marchetti," Volkov said. "Twenty-eight. Art conservator. Her father was Enzo Marchetti."a fullMarchetti. 

Viktor knew the name. Enzo had been an art dealer with a sideline in provenance forgery—creating false documentation for stolen works, making them clean enough to sell through legitimate channels. He'd worked with Volkov for years, until a heart attack had killed him five years ago.

"I wasn't aware Enzo had debts outstanding."

"He didn't. Marchetti. didn't."Enzo was useful and smart enough to stay that way." Volkov's mouth curved into a shape that resembled a smile, but it was not quite one. "His son is neither."

Viktor flipped to the next page. Marco Marchetti, thirty-two. Gambling. The debts were substantial—three hundred thousand, accumulated over two years at tables run by Volkov's people. This was the kind of debt that men couldn't walk away from.

"The brother owes you money. Why does the sister die?"

The question came out before Viktor could stop it. He didn't ask questions—that was one of the rules, one of the first things Volkov had carved into him during those early years. You pointed the weapon. The weapon fired. Weapons didn't require explanations.

Volkov's eyes sharpened, but his voice remained pleasant. "Because the brother failed to deliver what I required, someone must pay for his failure." Because Elena Marchetti possesses something of mine, and the simplest way to retrieve it is to remove her from the equation.equation. He paused. "And because I'm telling you to. Is that sufficient?"

Viktor closed the folder. "What does she possess?"

"A painting is one of the items in her father's estate, which included several works he had acquired over the years." One of them contains documentation that could prove inconvenient to me if it surfaced, such as evidence of past dealings that I would prefer to keep hidden. Marco was supposed to retrieve it from his sister's apartment. He did not."

"You want me to retrieve the painting."

"I want you to kill the girl. The painting will be retrieved afterward by people who specialize in such things. The painting will be retrieved afterward by people who specialize in such matters. Volkov leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled. "She's seen it. Handled it. She's a conservator—if there's something hidden in that painting, she may have found it. Even if she hasn't, she's a loose end, and I find that loose ends unravel at the least convenient moments."

Viktor looked at the photograph again. The woman—Elena—was wearing a blue sweater, simple and slightly too large. There was paint on her fingers. She looked like someone who made things, who touched the world gently and left it better than she found it.

She looked like someone who had never stood in a room that smelled like blood.

"Timeline?" he asked.

"One week. I want it done before the gallery exhibition on the fifteenth. Her workplace is hosting an event, and I'd prefer not to have any complications."

One week to end a woman's life because her brother was weak and her father had been careless. It took one week to snuff out that laughing face, those paint-stained hands, and whatever warmth lived behind those dark eyes.

"Compensation?" Viktor asked about compensation because it was his obligation to do so, following the script that defined their business as a transaction rather than murder.

"Your standard rate, plus a bonus for discretion. "I'll need it to look accidental or random—nothing that traces back to Marco's debt or to me—street crime, perhaps. Afterward, a robbery gone wrong." Volkov smiled. "You've always been creative."

Viktor had. He'd killed forty-three people in eighteen years, and each death had been tailored to its context—accidents and suicides and violence that blended into the background noise of a brutal world. He was an artist, in his way. A sculptor of endings.

He'd never once hesitated.

"I'll begin surveillance tomorrow."

"Good." Volkov returned his attention to the documents on his desk, dismissal implicit in the gesture. "Oh, and Viktor? The brother. Marco. Leave him alive for now. He still has uses, and I find that watching a sibling die can be remarkably motivating."

Viktor didn't respond. He left the room with the folder in his hands and the photograph burning against his palm, walking through the halls of Volkov's estate with the same measured stride he always used, betraying nothing of what moved beneath his surface.

He didn't feel anything. That was the point: the training and years of careful honing had transformed him from a frightened boy into an instrument. Volkov had removed everything soft, and vulnerable, and filled the empty spaces with discipline and control and the cold satisfaction of work well done.

Viktor felt nothing.

He stopped in the hallway outside his quarters and opened the folder again. Looked athoningHe looked at Elena Marchetti's laughing face, her paint-stained fingers, and her dark eyes that held something he couldn't name.

She was a job. A mark. A problem to be solved.

He would watch her for a few days, establish her patterns, identify the cleanest opportunity, and then act. Then he would end her, retrieve whatever documentation she'd unknowingly inherited, and move on to the next name in Volkov's ledger.

His nature was what he was. This was all he was.

Viktor closed the folder and went to prepare.
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She bought the same coffee every morning.

Oat milk latte, extra shot, from a dented aluminum cart on the corner of Eighty-First and Columbus. She always ordered it too hot. Viktor had watched her burn her tongue twice in six days, wincing and laughing at herself, still tipping three dollars on a five-dollar cup. The vendor's name was Manny. She asked about his daughter's college applications. She remembered details: the girl wanted to study nursing, had toured campuses in Philadelphia last month, was nervous about leaving the city, and had other concerns.

Elena Marchetti remembered things about people. She collected their small stories and carried them with her like pebbles in her pocket.

Viktor stood in the recessed doorway of a boutique that had closed for renovations, with his back against the glass that was papered over and paneled with permits. The newspaper in his hands was yesterday's edition. He hadn't turned a page in twenty minutes. His eyes tracked her across the street as she walked south toward the museum, coffee cradled in both hands, breath making clouds in the raw February air.

Day six. He should have killed her on day one.

The job was clean. Entry points established. Patterns confirmed. She left her building at 7:42 every morning, give or take three minutes. She walked the same route. Her apartment had a fire escape accessible from the alley, a bedroom window that she sometimes forgot to lock, a deadbolt, and a doorman who took smoke breaks every two hours and would never remember a face in a crowd.

Viktor had devised nine different methods to kill her. He considered various methods: a gun, a knife, strangulation, or a fall from a height that could be interpreted as suicide. He had contingencies for weather, schedule variations, luck, and the off chance that she brought someone home. He was thorough. He had always been thorough.

And yet here he stood, watching her disappear around a corner, the newspaper crumpling in his fist.

Her file was thin. That had struck him as wrong from the beginning, though he couldn't have said why.

Elena Marchetti. Twenty-eight. Art conservator, Metropolitan Museum of Art. Renaissance specialist. Daughter of Enzo, deceased fivvariations, anddeceased fore years. Sister of Marco, currently breathing but working tirelessly to change that. Mother remarried and has lived in San Diego for four years, exchanging birthday cards and occasional stilted phone calls with a daughter she had more or less abandoned after her husband's death.

No boyfriend. No girlfriend. A handful of friends from graduate school, mostly scattered to other cities. She lived alone in a one-bedroom walk-up she couldn't quite afford, filled with books and plants and framed prints of paintings she probably wished she owned.

A small life. A careful one.

Viktor had killed men who dealt in arms, traffickers, and others whose names appeared in international databases flagged with red, using files three inches thick. He'd killed them and felt the clean satisfaction of problems solved by the world, made marginally simpler by their absence.

Elena Marchetti restored old paintings and asked about strangers' daughters and burned her tongue on too-hot coffee.

He didn't understand why Volkov wanted her dead. He wasn't supposed to understand. Weapons didn't ask questions. But the question sat in his chest like a stone he couldn't swallow, growing heavier each day.

The museum took her at 8:15.

He'd followed her inside once, on day two. He told himself it was operational—understanding her environment, noting security positions, identifying exits. The truth was simpler and more dangerous. He wanted to see what she did in there. He wanted to know why she walked into that building every morning like it was a church, her face going soft and quiet as she passed through the doors.

He'd found her in a restoration lab, visible through a small window in the door. She was bent over a wooden panel no larger than a magazine, her hands gloved in white cotton, her body absolutely still except for the slow, precise movement of her wrist. She was cleaning something—removing centuries of grime with a cotton swab and some kind of solvent, uncovering colors that had been buried under time.

Her face, in that moment, had been unguarded in a way he'd never seen on another person. Not peaceful, exactly. Intent. Absorbed. It felt as if the rest of the world had ceased to exist; only she and the painting remained, engaged in a conversation that spanned five hundred years between a long-dead artist and a woman who had devoted her life to listening.

Viktor had left after ten minutes. He'd walked six blocks in the wrong direction before he realized where he was.

He didn't go back inside after that.

Now he waited in a coffee shop across the street, laptop open, cup untouched in front of him. He'd ordered black coffee because it was what the other remote workers ordered, the young professionals who colonized cafés with their glowing screens and wireless earbuds. He performed the role without thinking. He'd performed so many roles over the years that he wasn't sure anymore which one was actually him.

Maybe none of them. Maybe the real Viktor Kozlov had died at sixteen in a warehouse in Red Hook, with his hands around a man's throat and Volkov's voice in his ear saying, "Good, just like that, finish it."

His phone buzzed. Sasha.

Status?

Sasha Petrov was his handler, his liaison, and the closest thing he had to a friend, if you squinted hard enough to blur the definitions. They'd known each other for twelve years. Sasha had been a killer once too, before a job in Minsk left him with a shattered kneecap and a desk assignment. He understood what Viktor was because he'd been the same thing, onceliaison, and once.. He also understood what happened to operatives who hesitated, as they often faced dire consequences, including failure of the mission or even death.

Viktor typed back: Surveillance ongoing. C once., "Surveillance ongoing."omplications.

What kind?

He stared at the screen. What kind., "Surveillance ongoing."kind? How to answer that. He couldn't sleep because he kept seeing her face. The kind where he'd memorized the exact shade of brown; her eyes turned when the light hit them. The kind where something inside him, which he had believed Volkov had removed years ago, kept whispering "not her" in a voice he barely recognized.

Security in her building is better than expected. Adjusting timeline.

A lie. The security of "not her" in her building was pathetic. The building had a half-blind doorman, locks that a child could pick, and neighbors who minded their own business with a ferocity that only New Yorkers could muster. He could have been inside her apartment every night this week. He could have ended it before she ever knew he existed.

Volkov wants it done by Friday.

Three days.

Viktor set the phone facedown on the table and looked out the window at the museum's limestone façade. Banners advertised an exhibition on Caravaggio, the painter of severed heads and bleeding saints, of light slashing through darkness like a blade.

Three days, and Elena Marchetti would stop walking to work. Stop buying coffee. Stop asking questions about strangers' lives like the answers actually mattered to her.

Three days, and she'd be a body, and he'd be on a plane to somewhere else, and none of this would matter at all.

He picked up his coffee. It had gone cold.

The afternoon was supposed to be for logistics.

Alternate routes to her building. Sightlines from the rooftop across the street. Positions where he could wait unseen until the optimal window presented itself. He had a checklist in his head, the same one he'd followed for forty-three jobs before this. Preparation was everything. Preparation was what kept you alive.

Instead, he found himself inside the museum again.

He paid the suggested donation—twenty-five dollars, slipped through the slot without meeting the attendant's eyes—and walked the halls like any other visitor. His footsteps echoed on marble. The air smelled like climate control and old varnish, that particular museum smell he remembered from school field trips a lifetime ago. Before Volkov. Before everything.

He wasn't looking for her. He told himself that, faced it down, and almost believed it.

The European paintings wing was quieter than the rest, tucked away on the second floor where casual tourists rarely wandered. He passed through galleries of Dutch still life and French aristocrats, moving without purpose, letting his feet carry him where they wanted to go.

He found her in front of Caravaggio's Judith Beheading Holofernes.

She was standing close to the painting, maybe three feet back, her head tilted slightly to the left. She held a small notebook in one hand and a pen in the other, but she wasn't writing. She was just looking.

Viktor stopped in the doorway.

The painting was brutal. A woman in white gripped a sword, her face set in grim concentration as she sawed through a man's neck. Blood sprayed across the bedsheets. In his final agony, the man's face twisted, his mouth open, his eyes rolling back. And in the background, an old woman watched, her expression unreadable—horror, maybe, or satisfaction, or both.

Elena wasn't looking at Judith or her dying victim. She was looking at the old woman. Elena focused on the old woman's ambiguous face and shadowed eyes.

Viktor understood, suddenly, why she did what she did. Why she spent her days hunched over ancient panels, breathing in dust and solvent fumes, her whole body aching from the precision her work demanded. She was trying to understand. Not just the technique, ththat andtechnique ande brushstrokes and pigments and layers of varnish—but technique andvarnish, butthe people. She wanted to connect with the hands that had created these artworks. The minds behind the images.

She was trying to reach across centuries and touch something human.

He must have made a sound, or maybe she simply felt his gaze. She turned, and her eyes met his.

Viktor felt it like a punch to the sternum. It felt as if the air had turned solid and slammed into him.
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