
 



SHINY THINGS 
By Lily Rede 

 
CHAPTER 3 

 
IT WASN’T A TOTAL nightmare, but it was the most conservative dress Ali owned. 
Most hideous, she thought, self-consciously tugging on the neckline of the boxy, brownish 

fabric. She only wore it because with her hair pulled back and careful makeup, it made her look ten 
years older. Professional. Serious. It was the kind of dress you wore when you wanted to remind 
people that you were a responsible adult, a respectable member of society. 

It was the kind of dress you wore to a tax audit. 
Or to visit someone in prison. 
Ali smiled politely at the security guard who let her into the visitor’s room and guided her to 

a partially enclosed booth facing a thick, bulletproof window. A moment later, a young man in an 
orange jumpsuit sat down across from her, and Ali couldn’t help the horrified gasp – one eye was 
swollen shut, and his face sported bruises and scrapes. He picked up the phone handle on his side 
and she did the same. 

“Jonah! Are you okay?” 
“I’m fine, sis. Quit clucking.” 
Jonah’s good eye was red-rimmed, and his battered face was edged with exhaustion that aged 

him, but Ali knew her little brother didn’t miss a beat when he focused in on her cheekbone.  
“Son of a bitch.” 
“I’m okay, Jonah,” Ali assured him quickly. 
“I’m going to kill him.” 
“Hush! You know you can’t say things like that.” 
She waited anxiously as her brother got himself under control. It had been just the two of 

them for years now, ever since their mother had passed away. Ali barely remembered her father, and 
Jonah not at all, but from all accounts there had been little worth remembering. Most of her 
childhood memories involved looking out for Jonah or practicing her tumbling in the gym where 
her mother worked as a cleaning lady for years before her heart gave out. Ali had been lucky – old 
Sam, a reformed cat burglar-turned-gym-owner who owned the place, had taken a fatherly interest in 
Ali and taught her everything she knew. And if that knowledge included tricks on how to pick the 
most impossible locks, disable tripwires and pressure alarms, and know which jewels in the case 
would fetch the best price, well, it was all fun and games to the lonely little girl. She absorbed it all 
like a sponge. 

After their mother’s death, Sam had helped put Ali through school and then closed the gym 
and retired to Boca Raton, with Ali’s reassurances that she would make sure Jonah went to college. 

Yeah, that worked out well. 
“So, are you going to tell me what happened?” Ali asked. 
“Squabble over a cupcake.” 
“Jonah – ” 
He ran fingers through his messy brown hair and glared at his sister. 
“Look, Ali, some guys jumped me in the Mess. It’s normal. There’s a pecking order and I’m 

not really at the top.” 
“I’m going to get you out of here,” Ali promised, knowing she’d said it a thousand times 

before. 
I’ll say it a thousand times again if I have to. 
Jonah laughed, the sound cold and bitter. 



“You think Nico’s ever going to let me get paroled? He’s going to keep me around until you 
get yourself caught or killed, and then he’s going to let his goons have me. They’re all over this 
place.” 

“This is all my fault. I should never have made the deal in the first place. We should have 
gone to the police.” Ali whispered. 

Jonah set his jaw, mutinous. 
“Then we’d both be dead. Ali, just pack up and go. Go find Sam in Boca and then take your 

stash and head to Rio. Whatever happens to me…at least I’ll know you’re safe.” 
“I’m going to find a way out of this. Nico says he has a job that’s big enough to pay off the 

debt we owe him.” Ali couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice. 
Jonah shook his head. 
“There is no such thing. You’re the best at what you do, Ali. Why would he let us go?” 
“I’m not going to give him a choice.” 
Brother and sister stared at each other through the glass, and then Jonah finally whispered, 

“I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
“I hope so, too.” 
 
SOMETIMES IT PAID TO look like a big, dumb oaf. Disposing of yesterday’s damning 

footage of himself and Ali in the hallway had been as easy as spilling a cup of coffee on the right 
piece of equipment in the mansion’s main security office, with much horrified apology as the guards 
scrambled to salvage a month’s worth of footage and the computer sparked and hissed, and then 
went black. And he wouldn’t have had to do that if he hadn’t had Ali Keats pressed up against the 
wall of that hallway, her legs around his waist, his tongue down her throat. 

Just thinking about it had his cock twitching, hard, but Leo sternly ordered it to behave and 
hurried up to his rooms for a quick shower and a clean suit. He was going to have to keep his hands 
off of Ali tonight, and his head clear, if he wanted a chance in hell of talking her out of whatever 
insane order Nico had in store for her. Whatever he was holding over her head, it wasn’t worth her 
life, and though he was baffled that she wasn’t interested in a payoff, there had to be something she 
wanted that would convince her to leave Nico’s employ once and for all. 

Leo was coming down the main staircase as the butler let her in the front door, courteously 
taking her wrap. He breathed a sigh of relief as he took in the glittery blue gown she wore. She still 
looked sexy as hell, but at least the dress was demure – a simple, floor-length gown, artfully draped 
across her collarbones, in midnight blue sequins that caressed her curves before falling to the floor. 
She looked classy and elegant, with her hair swept up into an artful bundle of curls, and a simple 
silver armband. 

“See, Leo? Right on time,” she teased. 
He nodded and gestured toward the sitting room, ignoring her wicked little smile as she 

passed…until all the breath left his lungs in a whoosh. 
From the front, Ali was fashionable and lovely.  
But the back… 
A single beaded knot met between her shoulder blades, the ends dangling down to tease the 

curve of her lower back. Which was bare. Along with the rest of her. The glittery blue fabric stopped 
at her hips, leaving the entire expanse of her back, from the delicate skin of her neck to the top of 
her ass, completely bare. Leo was sure that if she moved the wrong way, he’d catch a glimpse of the 
sweet cleft between her cheeks. He felt sweat pop out on the back of his neck as she turned to look 
at him over her shoulder. 

“Coming?” she asked innocently. 



God, yes. Any minute now, Leo thought, his mouth dry, half-furious that she would keep 
taunting him like this, half-hoping he could push her even further. Which was just another sign that 
he was losing his mind. 

Two can play at this game, Ms. Keats. 
He stepped up beside her to open the door to the study, and took the opportunity to brush 

his fingers against the small of her back, tracing them all the way down to tease the top of the cleft 
just under the fabric at her hips. Her skin was silky and warm, and the tiny gasp she couldn’t hold in 
was sweet and oh-so-satisfying. 

“Nico’s waiting,” he murmured, and ushered her into the room. 
 
ALI KNEW SHE HAD daredevil tendencies, otherwise stealing high-value trinkets from 

the absurdly rich wouldn’t give her such a rush, but she wasn’t usually so blatantly reckless. There 
was something about Leo that made her want to break all of that awesome control, regardless of the 
consequences. She should be terrified of him. 

Everyone else is. 
But tiny voice of feminine intuition whispered insidiously in Ali’s mind. 
He doesn’t watch you as though he wants to hurt you. 
No, he watched her as though he were mentally stripping off her clothes to learn the shape 

of her body with those big, rough hands. As though he wanted to fuck her into the mattress. 
Or any convenient wall, she thought to herself, shivering at the memory of his mouth on hers, 

the heat of his body pressing her into the wooden panels. 
Don’t kid yourself, my girl, practicality insisted, If Nico wants you dead, Leo’s not going to spare your life 

just because he’s got an itch to scratch. 
And yet she’d chosen this dress, knowing it would drive him crazy, wondering if that might 

soften him up so that, if it came to it, he’d think twice when he was ordered to wrap his fingers 
around her throat to snap her foolish neck. 

“Fat chance,” she muttered, frowning, and took a healthy swig from the glass of champagne 
a black-clad servant pressed into her hand just inside the doorway. 

She could still feel Leo’s eyes on her back, the brush of his fingers, and ordered herself to 
focus. Tonight was important. 

Mila was lounging on the couch, dripping in diamonds, and watching Leo much as a cobra 
might eye a tasty-looking rodent. Ali was almost amused. Even if Leo were stupid enough to poach 
Nico’s mistress, the waves of scorn that emanated off of him whenever he looked Mila’s way should 
have been enough to turn her off. Unfortunately, Mila was oblivious to Leo’s lack of interest in her. 
Lucky for Leo, Nico either hadn’t noticed, or didn’t care. For the moment. 

Nico sailed in the room and Mila rose to give him a brilliant smile and a lingering kiss. His 
eyes swept over her black satin dress approvingly, though he tugged her cleavage down another 
inch. Mila’s smile froze, but only for a moment. 

Gotta display those assets, thought Ali sourly. 
She wasn’t prudish, and bare skin didn’t bother her, but the way Nico treated people like 

toys to be displayed made her skin crawl. 
“Miss Keats,” he began, handing her a file from the coffee table, “I believe Chef has 

prepared an exquisite filet mignon, but before we adjourn to the dining room, I’m sure you’re dying 
to know about the job I’d like you to do.” 

Ali tried not to let the excitement show on her face. Leo was leaning against the closed door, 
impassive as always, but Ali could fee his disapproval like a brand. She opened the folder to be 
confronted with the face of a mobster. 

“Hunter McLeod?” she gasped, “You want me to steal from Hunter McLeod?” 



Nico chuckled. 
“My dear Miss Keats, we must walk before we can run.” 
He reached over to turn the page, presenting her with another photo – a red-haired, flat-eyed 

thug of a man with a crooked nose. 
“Johnny Shannon, McLeod’s right hand. And on that hand he wears a ring. I want that ring, 

Miss Keats.” 
Ali took in the grainy photo of the thick gold band with the ornate gemstone pattern. It was 

rugged and masculine, but ugly, and to her trained eye, not precious in the least. 
“I don’t understand. You want this ring?” 
“Yes,” was all Nico offered. 
“Why?” Ali couldn’t help it as the word fell out of her mouth, and instantly regretted it as 

Nico’s mouth tightened. 
Oh, shit. 
“Your place is not to ask why, Miss Keats. Your place is to grant my every request without 

question. If I want you to steal the change from a homeless man’s cup, you’ll do it. If I want you to 
stroll naked into the men’s locker room at the gym, you’ll comply with a smile. If I want you to fall 
to your knees and suck me off, you’ll thank me sweetly, and proceed to show me how grateful you 
are. Otherwise…” 

He let the last word linger in the air as Ali seethed, her fingers clutching the open file, as Mila 
and Leo watched, fascinated for different reasons. Suddenly, Nico smiled. 

“How is your brother, by the way? I understand you visited him this morning. Prison 
lighting does not enhance your complexion, my dear.” 

Ali bit her lip, silent. 
“Now, if you have any intelligent questions, Miss Keats…” 
Ali swallowed a few times before she found her voice, and hastily scanned the file, alarm 

bells clanging in her head with every new piece of information. 
“Armed guards, cameras, a full-time security detail in the penthouse of the Arden Hotel? I’m 

a cat burglar, Nico, not invisible. How the hell am I supposed to get close enough to steal his ring?” 
“I’m sure you’ll think of something.” 
“If I do this, you’ll let me go? My debt will be paid?” 
Nico turned to face her, and she managed not to shiver as she held his cold gaze. 
“You have my word. Bring me that ring, and you may bring our association to a pleasant end 

with my thanks.” 
Ali hesitated, but only for a moment. 
“All right, I’ll do it.” 
“I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
Ali had never heard Leo’s voice so rough, and she turned to face him. His face wore its usual 

granite mask, but his fists were clenched tight. 
Worried about my welfare, baby? Ali wondered, feeling an odd kernel of tenderness unfurling 

inside. 
Nico turned his sharp, flat gaze on Leo, who added, “If she fucks it up, she’ll disrupt my 

surveillance, all of your plans.” 
So much for sweet sentiment. 
A long, tense moment passed, and then Nico smiled. 
“Then I suggest you accompany Miss Keats, and make sure that she doesn’t fuck up.” 
Shit. 

 
 


