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  Dirty Job by TA Moore


It’s a dirty job, but I get paid to do it.  
                                 -Grade Pulaski
All Grade Pulaski wanted was a quiet life, a few low-profile murders to clean up after, and his hometown in the rear view as he headed back to LA. Simple, attainable goals. All he had to do was keep his nose down and everyone else’s hands clean...as far as the law was concerned...and he’d been able to show Sweeny his heels sooner rather than later.
Problem was that Grade’s ‘thing’ with local mob boss Clay Traynor—currently somewhere between a one-night stand and a bad idea—was a lot of things, but it wasn’t quiet or simple.
For example, Judge Charity Parker was the last person in Sweeny who needed to know Grade’s name. Yet here he was in her basement after midnight, cleaning up a mess that could derail a couple of political careers in one fell swoop. All because Clay owed Judge Parker a favor... or three.
Grade should have known better than to go along with it. Amateurs always made a job messy, and politicians didn’t have a grateful bone in their bodies. Now the only chance he had of seeing LA again meant he had to break his professional code of conduct.
He needed to get his client caught.
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Chapter One 


Grade had a bad feeling about this job. 
298 Longwall Ave was just too fucking nice. It was one of the old redbrick mansions, originally owned by mining company bosses, on the outskirts of town. They were technically part of Sweeny, but they didn’t want to talk about it. Like when you were a teenager and didn’t want to be seen in the same vicinity as your parents.
Not that Grade would know anything about that. He drove his shitty new van—it didn’t even have any concealed compartments, but it had been cheap at auction—through the unmanned security gates and slowly up the horseshoe drive. All the windows were lit up, and when he killed the radio he could hear the muted sounds of a party in progress—laughter, the clink of glasses, and the dim strains of some blandly unobtrusive string quartet.
Yeah. 
That did not help the sinking feeling that he should have just let Clay’s call go to voicemail. He’d thought he was about to get laid, not called out on an emergency job.
Of course, Grade supposed, around here every job was an emergency callout. It wasn’t like LA, where he actually had clients who booked slots ahead of time, crime on a schedule. That was another thing you couldn’t get in Sweeny, along with good theater and sex that didn’t get complicated.
That part was his own fault. Grade knew that. He shouldn’t have mixed business and his personal life, but… he’d always been weak for bad ideas. Clay was definitely that. What else he was after a couple of months of casual but frequent sex? That was a rock Grade wasn’t about to try and turn over.
Or think about right now. Grade shoved the distraction to the back of his brain as he saw Harry waving him onto the narrow spur road that led around the back of the house. The servants’ entrance. Grade grimaced sourly to himself at the familiarity of it. He’d seen plenty of those back in his teens, trailed along behind his mom to help her scrub down toilets and roll rich old shut-ins onto their sides so she could change the bedding under them.
The taste of bleach and menthol flooded Grade’s mouth from memory, still undercut with the faint, foul stink of neglect. Money could buy dignity—nurses, medical care, the threat of a lawyer to change a will—but for the ones that couldn’t spring for that, his mom’s discretion had been the most they could hope for.
Grade pulled in next to the back door, neatly slotted into the space spray-painted onto the gravel. He got out and walked around the back of the van to grab his stuff while he waited for Harry to catch up.
The big man gave him an annoyed look when he finally jogged over.
“You could have given me a lift.”
Grade unstrapped his rucksack from the back of the van and threw it over his shoulder. He was used to the weight.
“My mom always told me not to pick up hitchhikers,” he said.
Harry unzipped his coat to let the night air in. “Sometimes I see what Clay sees in you,” he said.
“His cock?”
Harry flushed. It was a slow, determined burn that started at his collar and headed up. Grade didn’t let himself enjoy it. That had not been professional. He hadn’t socked away all the money he could scrape together over the last two years to get back to LA just to let his standards slip now.
“What’s with the audience?” he asked, partially to change the subject, and that was a relevant professional question. “I don’t usually consider what I do performance art.”
Harry pulled a dour face. “Don’t worry about that. I’ve seen the results,” he said. “Nobody needs to see the process. Don’t worry. They’re all pretty occupied. No one is going to interrupt you. This way.”
He jerked his head for Grade to follow him and headed toward the back door. Grade stared at his back for a second as he tried to decide if the uneasy feeling in his gut was worth passing up a couple of grand.
It wasn’t. That was the problem with needing money. It made you way too willing to overlook red flags. 
Grade sighed, grabbed a pack of PPE from the van, and followed on Harry’s heels into a tiled mudroom with two compound bows mounted on the wall and orange hunting vests hung up next to them. No blood on the floor.
“You going to give me a heads-up on what happened?” Grade asked as they headed into a long oak-paneled hall.
Harry shrugged. “You know as much as I do,” he said. “You think I get invited to this sort of party? Ezra called and told me they had a situation, then left me outside to wait for you. Down here.”
He clomped down two steps and opened a door to a set of steep stairs that went down into a basement. Grade looked at him. Harry rolled his eyes. “If I wanted to kill you,” he said, “trust me, I’d do it at a reasonable hour and somewhere convenient.”
Grade sighed, but it did sound reasonable. He hitched the bag up more securely on his shoulder and started down the steps. Half of him expected Harry to slam the door behind him just to make him jump, but instead the big man shut it quietly.
There were bloodstains on the stairs. Just a few. Grade made it a point to step around them. The last thing he needed was to take home blood on his sneakers and have to explain to his mom. 
“Body at the bottom,” Clay drawled from somewhere in the basement. 
“I can see that,” Grade said.
The dead woman lay on her back where she’d fallen, legs bent at awkward angles on the stairs. One of her red-soled heels had broken on the way down, and the shoe dangled from her toes. The heel of her foot was skinned and bloody from the fall.
A puddle of blood had formed under the back of her head. One of her arms was dislocated at the elbow and her forearm broken. The bones pushed visibly against her professionally tanned skin.
Grade stepped over the woman’s legs and hopped down the last two steps to avoid the mangled knot of her arm. He caught his balance and looked up. The first thing he saw was Clay, sat backward on a chair as he smoked a cigarette. 
Curly brown hair was scraped back from his face, although he’d not gone so far as to shave off his stubble, and he’d swapped his usual baggy T-shirt and jeans for a suit. Most of a suit, at least. He’d shed the jacket at some point, and that left the dusty gray pants and vest over a darker gray dress shirt, with the sleeves rolled back to expose his lean, tattooed arms. He’d pulled the tie out of his open collar and stuffed it into his hip pocket, the dark red strip of silk left to dangle against his leg. 
For a second Grade’s brain glitched out and his mouth went dry. Well-turned-out wasn’t usually his thing, but it worked so hard here that his brain needed the processing power to wire in the new kink.
“What?” Clay asked with a smirk through the thin ribbons of smoke. “You didn’t think I owned a suit?”
Grade cleared his throat and tried to ignore the hot pulse of embarrassment behind his temples. 
“I know you don’t,” he said. Then he paused as he heard footsteps overhead and dropped his voice an octave before he went on. “Just wondered who you rolled for that one.”
Clay laughed. He didn’t seem to care who heard him.
“If the two of you are done flirting?” Ezra growled. Grade nearly jumped at the sound of his voice. He’d been so distracted by Clay he’d forgotten to look and see who else was there. Sloppy. “We ain’t got all night.”
Grade grimaced at the fact that Ezra had a point. He had a nice dry apology on the tip of his tongue, ready to go, as he turned away from Clay and took in the rest of the basement. The words never made it past his teeth as he caught sight of the man bludgeoned to death on the tiled floor.
Blood and red wine splattered the walls. It had matted in the dead man’s gray-brown hair and dried in sticky patches on his battered face. Broken glass glittered dully on the ground next to the body. He wasn’t naked, so at least that wasn’t where Clay’s nice suit had come from. 
“What,” Grade asked, “the fuck happened here?”
Ezra stepped over the dead man’s legs. He had also cleaned up for the night, in black slacks and a matching crew-neck sweater. The heavy buckle on his belt was the only leftover from his usual appearance.
“I need you to make this go away,” Ezra said as he jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the bodies, a gold watch peeking from under the sleeve on his right arm as he gestured. “Except they can’t just disappear. The bodies need to be found, just not here.”
Grade could have guessed that. It probably wasn’t fair, but class mattered to corpses too. Hit a certain social strata and problems couldn’t be solved by making people just “go away”. Some of his colleagues back in LA pegged it at white-collar jobs—accountants and doctors—but Grade would set it at blue-collar. A plumber just vanishes, and even if he had no family, he would have clients chasing him or the bank wanting repayment on a loan.
All those media campaigns where family members and loved ones demanded action from the police? Nothing compared to a financial institution that wanted the all-clear to foreclose on a house.
Habit made his brain click on as he tried to work out what scenario he would need to craft to explain away these two deaths.
Then Clay mildly added, “And they can’t be found together.”
Grade caught himself, because his “bad feeling” finally had a concrete reason behind it.
“Good luck with that,” he said. “But I’m afraid I can’t take on any more clients right now.”
He hitched his bag up more securely on his shoulder and turned to go. Before he could get far, someone grabbed his rucksack and pulled him back. It turned out to be Ezra.
“The fuck are you talking about?” Ezra growled. “You work for me.”
“I freelance for you,” Grade corrected him. He yanked his bag out of Ezra’s grip. “That means I can turn down a contract, and that’s what I’m doing. I’m not getting involved in this. Find someone else to clean this up.” 
Ezra looked annoyed. “What the fuck is your problem?” he asked. “You didn’t even blink when we got you to scrape Buchanan—or whoever he was—off the restroom walls.”
“That was business,” Grade said. He waved his hand around at the basement. “This? This was personal. I have two rules. Cash up front, and I don’t work for amateurs.”
Ezra reached into his pocket and pulled out a stuffed white envelope. He slapped it against Grade’s chest, hard enough to make Grade stumble. Behind Ezra, Clay narrowed his eyes and got up off the chair, casually swinging it around, out of the way. It would have been romantic, in a way, Grade supposed. Except he wasn’t sure whose side Clay would pitch in on here.
“Cash up front,” Ezra said and tapped his finger pointedly against the paper. “And you’re working for me. If that is a problem for you, then you aren’t going to get much work around here.”
The crinkle of notes inside the envelope as Ezra pressed on it distracted Grade for a second. A job like this would pay well—Grade didn’t offer a two-for-the-price-of-one discount—and he needed the money. The new van might be shit, but it had still taken a bite out of his savings. He could…
No. This once, Grade was going to listen to his instincts, not his wallet. He shoved down the temptation to at least look at the money and stepped back.
“Look, you might be the one with cash in your hand,” he said to Ezra, “but this isn’t your crime scene, is it? This smells like amateur hour, and you can’t trust amateurs. They get paranoid, or they feel guilty or do something that makes the cop in charge of the investigation look twice. That’s when they get arrested and start throwing my name around to the Good Cop in the interrogation room. I don’t plan to spend another year in Sweeny, never mind ten in the Castle. Find another cleaner.”
He knew they couldn’t. It wasn’t like Cargill County could provide enough work for two of them. It barely did for one; otherwise Grade would have had his bags packed and his ticket back to LA in hand. 
That wasn’t his problem, though.
Ezra grimaced, his lips pulled thin over his teeth, and scowled at Grade. “I don’t know what makes you think you have a choice. You think Harry is going to let you leave without my OK?”
They stared at each other for a moment. Before Grade could make a decision on how to answer that question, Clay interrupted the standoff. He put a hand on Ezra’s shoulder.
“Ezra, back down,” he said, his voice slow and accent thicker than usual. “Grade’s like a rat. You don’t want to make him feel cornered. Let me deal with it.”
Something bleak flickered over Ezra’s expression for a moment. He looked like he wasn’t entirely sure who Clay would pick if he pushed this either. Mostly sure. They’d been friends a long time, there was history there, but for what might be the first time, he wasn’t 100 percent. That was a dangerous thought to have in a man like Ezra’s head long-term, but right now it was useful.
He shrugged Clay’s hand off and stepped back. 
“Fuck. You know what? Fine. If you want to sweet talk the little shit into doing his job, go right ahead,” Ezra grouched. He pushed the sleeves of his sweater up his forearms, revealing a cheap snake tattoo faded down to blue under the scruff of arm hair, and tossed the money onto the chair Clay had just gotten out of. “I’ll go and lie to our… associate… that it’s all under control, will I?”
Clay scratched his jaw and shrugged. “It’d probably go over better than the truth.”
“Fuck you,” Ezra told him. He stalked over to the stairs, shoved the dead woman’s arm out of the way with the toe of his boot, and started up toward the door. Halfway there, he stopped and looked down at Grade, who turned to watch him go. “Just remember, cleaner, rats get killed. You should know that better than anyone.”
He took the last few steps two at a time and stiff-armed the door open. For a second, he was outlined against the bright hall light, broad shoulders and lean hips all in black, and then he slammed the door shut behind him again.
“It bothers you that he could have gotten blood on his boot, don’t it?” Clay asked, his breath warm and smoky in Grade’s ear. He slid a hand up under Grade’s T-shirt, fingers rough against bare skin. “DNA.”
“In principle,” Grade said. His voice was dry in his throat, sticky, and he had to clear it. Mind on the job, he reminded himself irritably. Or rather the fact that this wasn’t his job. “Not particularly worried if it causes Ezra problems right now.”
Clay snorted and stepped back. “If it causes problems for Ezra,” he said, “it fucks me up too. This sort of shit has a splash zone. Do you care about that?”
It was that sort of question that made it a bad idea to screw around where you worked. Grade tugged his T-shirt down and turned to look at Clay for a second as he took a draw on his cigarette. It burned down to the filter.
“Not enough,” Grade said after a moment’s thought. 
Clay grinned crookedly as he exhaled smoke. “You really think honesty is the best policy right now?”
Grade shrugged. “You’re not going to kill me. That would leave you with three bodies to take care of,” he said. “I don’t work for amateurs. And there’s a party upstairs that’s in for a rude surprise if anyone needs an extra bottle of wine. I don’t think there’s time for anything but honesty.”
They both glanced up for a second at the reminder. After a moment, Clay pulled a sour face and flicked the butt of his cigarette onto the floor.
“OK,” he said. “This wasn’t exactly a professional hit, but you aren’t working for the psycho that went to town with a bottle of Cabernet. You work for me and Ezra, and it’s off the books. There’s no reason for our good friend upstairs to even know your name. It’s not like she’s going to send you a thank-you card. Once her mess is cleaned up, she’s not going to want to think about tonight again.”
It still felt like a bad idea, but… Grade glanced at the packet of cash on the chair and bit his lower lip. Clay did have a point. If the amateur didn’t have any contact with him, they couldn’t drop him in it when they inevitably spiraled. The scene was messy, but that’s what Grade’s clients paid him for. If all they needed was a rub around with an antibacterial wipe… well, after the pandemic, everyone had them in the kitchen.
“You’ll make sure your associate doesn’t know I exist?” Grade checked.
“Cross my heart,” Clay drawled as he signed an X over his chest with his index finger. “And when you’re done… I’ll make good on that thing you thought I was calling about tonight.”
Grade let his bag slide off his shoulder. It hit the ground with a thud. 
“I’ll hold you to that,” he said. “Right now, I assume you’re supposed to be at the party?”
“I don’t think I’ll be missed,” Clay said. “This is more Ezra’s gig.”
“That’s your problem. I need you up there,” Grade said. He started to unpack the PPE. It rustled as he shook it out absently while trying to think through all the parameters. This wasn’t the first death he’d had to re-stage. It wasn’t even the first time he’d had to clean up a scene with potential witnesses in residence. It was just a challenge to do both at once with no lead-in to do research or plan. “I’m not exactly dressed to rub shoulders with the sort of people who get invited to parties here—”
“Is this because I didn’t ask you to be my date?” Clay asked, wry amusement spread on his voice like butter. “Trust me, you didn’t miss anything.”
Grade rolled his eyes at the jab and pressed on. “So I need you to get their stuff. Car keys, coats, bags. Anything they’d grab if they had to leave the party suddenly.”
“You realize I don’t know them, right?” Clay said.
“Ask whoever killed them,” Grade suggested. “Presumably, if your friend knew these two well enough to want them dead, they knew if they drive a Tesla or not.”
Clay reached down and picked up the envelope Ezra had left behind. He tossed it to Grade, who caught it out of the air. The heft of it in his hand was very satisfying.
“Isn’t this what we pay you for?” he said.
Grade checked in the envelope and then folded it over to stick into his back pocket. “Not enough.”
Clay snorted and pulled his tie out of his pocket. He looped it loosely around his neck, red tangled through lean fingers, as he headed for the stairs.
“I’ll see what I can do,” he said. “But I start talking to these people about their cars, they’re going to think I’m casing the joint.”
“And again, that’s your problem,” Grade said. “And I meant it, by the way.”
Clay turned and dropped into a crouch on the steps so he could see Grade. “Meant what?” He tilted his head to the side and slowly rubbed his thumb over his lower lip. “That you’re going to hold me to that promise to fuck you? Don’t worry. I’m a man of my word… when I wanna be.”
Despite his best efforts to keep his mind on the job, Grade’s mouth went dry and his balls tightened under his jeans. He could feel the heat spread up through the nape of his neck as he cleared his throat.
“That too,” he said. “But you haven’t paid me enough for this job. Getting rid of a body is actually the budget option. If you want a package deal like this—”
Clay held up a hand to interrupt him. “I owe you cock,” he said. “You want money, that’s Ezra’s department.”
He pushed himself upright and headed the rest of the way up the stairs. Grade walked over to stand next to the dead woman, feet just off the puddle of blood.
“Yeah, well, tell him to get his department in order. I might have eased up the not-working-for-amateurs rule, but I still get paid up front.”
Clay let himself out with a parting shot for Grade as he closed the door behind him. 
“Now that sounds like your problem,” he said. Then the door clicked shut.
Grade glared up the steps for a moment, then sighed as he looked down at the corpse next to him. Her eyes were open, and he could see the faint wrinkle of a contact lens that had drifted into the corner under one eyelid.
“He paid me enough to move the two of you,” he said. “Let’s get started on that. If he tries to haggle over the invoice, I can always bring you back.”
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Chapter Two


Clay thumbed a pill into his mouth and washed it down with a mouthful of whiskey. He was about to chase it with a second swallow when Ezra grabbed his forearm. Whiskey slopped over the edge of the tumbler and dripped through Clay’s fingers. 
“The hell are you doing?” Ezra asked through gritted teeth and a fake smile. “The last thing we need right now is you getting fucked up on something and screwing up.”
Clay twisted his arm out of Ezra’s grip. He set the glass down on a nearby table—and some petty asshole part of him hoped it was expensive enough to be ruined by a ring on the veneer—and sucked the liquor off his fingers.
“Relax,” he said. “It was Tylenol.”
“Right,” Ezra said. He raised his eyebrows. “Because you’d never do something that stupid?”
Clay rolled his eyes and fished in his pocket for the branded blister pack to flash at Ezra. The scars on his chest didn’t hurt—he could feel pressure on them but not much else—but sometimes the ones under the skin cramped and spasmed around his ribs. It felt like wires being pulled about under his skin, like it was being pulled away from the meat so he could be basted.
“I’m not a complete fucking idiot, Ezra. I’m not going to do a handful of uppers in front of the mayor and our district representative,” he said as he tucked the blister pack into a pocket of Ezra’s slacks. “I did a bump of coke before I left the house.”
Ezra pushed Clay’s hand away. “Some people would think that was a joke.”
That wasn’t unwarranted. It wouldn’t have been the first time Clay had done something along those lines. It meant the high had time to mellow out, taking the edge off but not the clean thread of focus that kept his brain like clockwork.
It also put a short fuse on his temper, but that wasn’t always a problem.
“Calm down,” Clay said. “I came on the bike.”
He’d had the Harley longer than he’d known Ezra. From before a recruiter convinced him boot camp was a better bet than trying to talk his way out of the debt he owed a local dealer. It had been the only thing he’d left in Louisiana that he’d bothered to go back and get.
It got treated better than Clay treated himself. He definitely didn’t drive it under the influence. Ezra knew that, and he gave a brief nod of acknowledgement as he turned his attention back to the party that idled around them. Men and women in sedate cocktail outfits sipped champagne and traded gossip in arch voices as they waited for the big event.
“Yeah, well, how was I supposed to know that?” Ezra grouched. Then he changed the subject abruptly. He wasn’t good at apologies. “What about your boyfriend? Did he agree to do his job or not?”
“Grade’s not my boyfriend,” Clay said. He picked his tumbler back up, the crystal heavy and slick in his hand, and took a drink. “Just someone I fuck occasionally.”
Ezra reached out and plucked a flute of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray. He took a sip as he asked, “So? What’s the difference?” 
“I don’t know,” Clay said. He’d never really thought about it before. “A conversation?”
“I’ll bear that in mind.”
The string quartet tucked into the corner of the room let the music fade down into silence and sat back in their chairs. A man in a well-tailored suit stepped into the middle of the room and clinked a spoon against his champagne glass for attention. 
“Should I be jealous?” Clay asked quietly. The rest of the room and out into the hall went quiet as the other guests turned obediently toward the sound.
Ezra snorted and tilted his head back as he drained the champagne. “Yeah,” he said, a sarcastic lilt to his voice. “Ever since Janet divorced me, I’ve really missed having someone’s hand in my wallet.”
Now that he was the center of attention, the man in the nice suit fumbled briefly with his spoon before he tucked it awkwardly into his pocket. 
“Thank you all for coming tonight,” he said, his voice pitched to carry, “but I know that none of you came to see me. So let’s raise a glass to the woman of the hour…”
Clay tuned him out. “I’ve bad news for you about that,” he said in an aside to Ezra.
“Keep it to yourself.” 
The man lifted his wine in a toast as he announced, “Judge Charity Parker.”
Judge Parker strode through the crowd, hands up to acknowledge the polite applause and a few cheers provided by her guests. She was a fat woman in her fifties, but she didn’t play into any of the stereotypes people would assign her demographic. There was nothing soft, cuddly, or fun about Charity Parker. She was all gloss and hardness, from her bob of expensively maintained highlighted blond hair to the gray leather stilettos that took her up to six feet tall.
There was a three-step flight of stairs up to the patio doors that led out to the garden. Charity stopped on the second step and turned to face the crowd. 
“Well, unaccustomed as I am to public speaking…” Charity paused long enough to get her laugh. She lifted her hand just as the chuckles started to ebb so she could claim credit for the silence. “Seriously, though, and thank you to my nephew for such a lovely introduction, we all know why we’re here, so I won’t beat around the bush. After two years in the circuit court, some soul-searching, a lot of hard conversations with my family, and a little Dutch courage…” 
She raised her glass in a toast to the room. Clay drained the last of his whiskey and waited for it. The murmur of amused appreciation from the guests died down, and Charity smiled at them.
“I’ve come to the decision that not only do I have the passion and drive for it, but I have a unique opportunity to represent and advocate for the people of this county,” she said. “That’s why I intend to run for the Kentucky Supreme Court and will be announcing my candidacy next week.”
Clay ran his gaze over the crowd to see if he could pick out the plants with their cued-up applause. He’d been trained for this. Well, to pick out the body in the back of the crowd just about to turn into a mob. The one who was either too clean or too dirty, who didn’t have any friends to try and shush him, and who would fade back into the alleys the minute the bottles started to fly.
If only it had been this easy when he was in Afghanistan.
The woman in the blue dress who’d tucked her clutch under her elbow to free up both hands to clap a second before it was due. Toward the back of the room, an older man in an expensively understated suit slid his phone into his pocket just in time to respond to the announcement. A handful of younger guests—mid-twenties to early thirties, either dressed like TikTok
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