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Prologue





Jasmine White slammed her bedroom door and began discarding her clothes like a disgruntled stripper. “I am way too old for pink taffeta.”


Her pumps went hurtling toward the closet like black satin torpedoes. “And if another liquored-up eighteen-year-old ever calls me Sweet Thing…” She inadvertently ripped her panty hose in two.


“Great. Another ten bucks down the tubes.” The bitterness in the pit of her stomach erupted into a wild laugh. “And for what? A glorified baby-sitting job?”


The pink rosebud corsage was next, shooting into the wastebasket with NBA precision.


“Some assignment. A second-rate TV anchorman can’t admit that his son’s too geeky to get a real prom date, so I get stuck with him.”


Jasmine jerked at the gown’s zipper, feeling a rush of pleasure as one flimsy strap gave way. The dress represented all that was wrong in her world.


Her five-year plan hadn’t included bubble-gum-pink taffeta. Classic black sequins were more her style. Exit pimpled teenager; enter handsome foreign dignitary.


Revisiting the senior prom hadn’t been in the plan, either. Tonight, she should have been attending a black-tie, political affair.


“I work three blocks from Capitol Hill, but instead of the senators and diplomats, I get their pampered wives and spoiled brats. What’s the point of being a bodyguard if most of my clients are barely out of puberty?”


Jasmine wadded up the gown, locked her gaze on the trash bin, and went for three points. The dress unfurled and parachuted to the floor two feet from its target.


She started toward it, ready to exact her revenge, and caught herself mid-stride. Whoa. She had to bring it down a notch. She pressed her hands to her chest, both to calm the rapid thumping of her heart and to prevent the frenzied clenching of her fists. A frustrated heat was spreading up her neck. She was losing it.


Pulling on a fluffy terry cloth robe in her favorite shade of blue, Jasmine sank down on her bed and took a deep breath.


She had to think about her situation rationally. Before joining Core Group Protection, she’d spent a miserable six months in private practice. Recruiting clients and all the other headaches of self-employment had taken their toll on her. Before that, she’d spent an even more miserable three years as a D.C. cop.


Jasmine had actually been relieved when Nathan Pruitt hired her as a bodyguard for Core. During the interview, he’d talked a good game, telling her he was looking forward to having a female on his staff. Nathan had convinced her that her feminine appearance and lean build were advantages instead of liabilities. She’d believed him, but ever since, she’d been waiting patiently while big clients were passed on to others. After a year and half, Jasmine had yet to see a decent assignment. All the while, Nathan promised that her turn was just around the corner.


She was going to have a serious talk with Nathan in the morning. If he couldn’t do better than a high school prom, she was hitting the road. It was as simple as that.


Jasmine flipped on her clock radio, rolling the dial until she came to a station playing one of her favorite slow songs. Climbing into bed, she listened as the deep, after-hours baritone of the radio host spread through the room.


“This is the Sandman, and you’re listening to WLPS Washington, ninety-nine point three. It’s one forty-five in the A.M., and we’ve still got a few night owls hanging out with us. We’re going to take a few more calls before the Sandman says good night.”


Jasmine curled on her side, hugging her pillow. She was ready to fall asleep when the radio conversation caught her attention.


“Hello, Sandman. This is Tanya, and I have a dream for you and Dr. Gina to interpret.”


“That’s what we’re here for, Tanya. Tell us about your dream.”


“Well, I’ve been dreaming about vegetables a lot lately. Cucumbers, carrots, zucchini. My dreams start out normally. I’m either sitting in my office at work or doing something ordinary like the laundry at home when these vegetables start appearing out of the blue. For instance, I reach into my desk drawer for a pencil and pull out a carrot instead. Or I reach for the soap powder and find a giant zucchini in its place. What do you think that means?”


The Sandman jumped in quickly. “Sounds like long and hard are—” he said, cutting himself off with a smile in his voice. “What do you think, Dr. Gina?”


Jasmine snorted into her pillow. “Men try to make everything about sex.”


“My guess is that you’re dreaming about vegetables because, on some level, you realize you need to eat more nutritiously.” The doctor’s authoritative tone was undercut by the Sandman’s chuckling in the background.


His co-host ignored the interruption. “If you’ve been eating a lot of fast food, or you haven’t been taking the time to eat proper meals, you may feel guilty, which manifests itself as the vegetables that keep appearing in your dreams. They may be reminders that you need to improve your diet.”


“That makes sense,” Jasmine said, propping her chin on her pillow, staring at the glowing numbers on the clock radio.


The caller made a skeptical noise.


“What do you think, Tanya?” Sandman asked. “Does that sound about right?”


“Mmm…I don’t know. I think my diet is fine.”


Dr. Gina tried again. “Well, there’s never one right or wrong answer when it comes to dreams. I always tell callers that they are the best judges of their dreams. Think about what’s been happening in your life. What do you think it means, Tanya?”


The caller was silent for a moment. “Actually, there is something…but I’m kind of embarrassed to talk about it.”


Jasmine rolled her eyes and flopped over on her back. “Then why did you call the station?”


“Relax, Tanya.” The Sandman’s voice flowed like warm ripples into the microphone. “It’s almost two A.M. Chances are your mom’s not listening. What’s on your mind?”


“Okay, it was my birthday last month, and my boyfriend”—she took a deep breath, letting her words out in a rush—“bought me a sex toy. I was really embarrassed, and I wasn’t sure what to do with it, so I stuck it in my sock drawer. My mother is coming into town next weekend, and…well, she’s really nosy.”


“Ah-ha—” the Sandman started, but Dr. Gina cut in.


“That’s it, Tanya,” she said. “You’re so uncomfortable even thinking about this toy that your subconscious is substituting a safe object, like a carrot. It keeps popping up in unexpected places because you’re afraid the toy will be discovered.”


“Another mystery of the mind solved,” the Sandman said. “Here’s a word of advice, Tanya. If his little present makes you that uncomfortable, get rid of it. Especially, before Mom comes to visit. Tell your boyfriend that next year you want a gift certificate.”


“Okay, thank you, Sandman. Thanks, Dr. Gina.” The call was disconnected.


The Sandman was still laughing. “That just goes to show, Gina. You think men try to make everything about sex, but you’ve got to admit, sometimes a carrot isn’t just a carrot.”


Jasmine felt her body growing heavy as she listened to their banter.


“We’re winding down here at ninety-nine point three. We have time for one more call. You’re on the air.”


“Is this the Sandman?”


Jasmine’s eyes popped back open. “What’s with that voice?” She couldn’t tell if it belonged to a man or a woman.


“You’ve got it, bringing sweet dreams and slow jams. What can I do for you?”


The caller’s response was distorted and muffled.


“Can you speak up?” the Sandman said. “We can’t understand you.”


“I said: It’s raining. It’s pouring. The Sandman is snoring. He went to bed. I severed his head, and he couldn’t get up in the morning.”


Jasmine sat straight up in bed, staring wide-eyed at the radio as the station cut to dead air.
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Spencer Powell awoke with a start. Then he was moving, rolling—right off the edge of the sofa. He hit the floor hard and, disoriented, lay there.


“Good morning, carpet.” He lifted his chin out of the plush shag to spit out carpet fibers.


His head felt thick and achy from too little sleep. After a restless night, he’d finally abandoned his bed to watch a video in the living room. Sleep came quickly once he’d begun to relax.


Staggering to his feet with the grace of a drunken hippo, Spencer dashed a hand down his face and slogged forward. Either he’d landed harder than he thought, and his ears were ringing in three-tone melody, or someone was ringing the doorbell.


He tugged the door open, and his blood immediately started pumping faster. “Well, hello.” God bless the Avon lady.


Sleep deprived or not, Spencer never passed up the opportunity to appreciate a good-looking woman. And the one on his doorstep was nothing short of stunning.


His gaze skimmed the features of her face, flying by her sleek, short hairstyle to the slim pantsuit outlining her figure. His gaze lingered there, flowing over her curves like molasses. He admired the way her navy jacket dipped in dramatically at her waist.


She was tall, just inches shorter than his six feet, and she had the body of an athlete. His eyes moved lower. Definitely a dancer’s legs. Her trendy navy slacks clung to her thighs, revealing taut muscles, before flaring slightly over her chunky-heeled shoes.


Whatever she was selling, he was buying, he thought as every male instinct kicked in. A grin, designed to be charming, spread across his face. Taking a step back, he raised his hands above his head. “If you’re my psycho stalker, I surrender.”


“If I were, you’d be dead already.”


The woman didn’t smile, which was a shame, because she had a small mouth with juicy lips perfect for smiling—and other things. Instead, she moved forward, forcing Spencer to take another step back to allow her to enter.


“Do you always let strangers in so easily?” she asked.


“No, but—”


“Then you’ll have to do better next time.” As she passed, she slapped a card into one of his open palms.


“Jasmine White.” He read aloud. “Close Protection Specialist.” The rude snort he issued was a reflex, the last vestiges of sleep clearing from his head instantly. “You’re my bodyguard? You’ve got to be kidding.”


He’d spent the early-morning hours, which he usually reserved for sleep, arguing with his station manager, Talibah Arkou, over this very matter. He didn’t need a bodyguard.


Hell, before he came to WLPS five years ago, he’d been a shock jock in Philly. There, crank calls and death threats had been proof that he was doing a good job. Back then, they’d been the rantings of the lonely looking for attention, and he’d bet that was all these threats were now. They came with the job. The only difference was that, back in Philly, no one had tried to force a bodyguard on him.


Maybe he had lain awake between spurts of sleep after last night’s incident on the air, but who could blame him? Wasn’t everyone around him freaking out? He’d tried to get Tali to calm down, but she wouldn’t listen. She’d insisted that the call, and the three written threats that had come before it, could escalate into something serious. She’d told him there would be a bodyguard on his doorstep come daylight and that was that.


Spencer could have thrown his weight around. He pulled phenomenal ratings, despite the fact that he had one of the least-popular time slots. But he had his eye on the morning show. Rumor had it that Johnny Gallow would be retiring soon, and Spencer was first in line for his slot. He didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize his chances, which brought him back to the bodyguard.


Oh, well, it was the station’s dime. He couldn’t change Tali’s mind, so he had to go along with it—temporarily. But that didn’t give the station the right to turn him into a public joke.


Sure, he’d complained that he didn’t want some dull-witted, three-hundred-pound giant dogging his heels, but this was ridiculous. Since when did bodyguards come honey-dipped and fully equipped? And she was so slender…he’d bet one good breath would knock her flat.


“First of all, the only kind of protection I have any use for is made of latex and fits in my wallet. Second, even if I did need someone to watch my back, you look more like a ballerina than a bodyguard.”


Jasmine stopped checking out the house to pin him with a sharp glare. Even with barely controlled anger heating her eyes and bunching her lips, she was pretty.


To Spencer, pretty had always seemed a useless description, watered down for those who didn’t quite make the cut for beautiful. Yet, right now, no word seemed more suited to Jasmine’s face than pretty.


Her features were small and feminine. She had a perfect oval face with smooth skin like dark toffee. His gaze started at her soft heart-shaped mouth, moved past her miniature nose to those giant Bambi eyes—that were drilling holes in his forehead.


He watched as she sucked in a breath, clearly trying to rein in her temper. After staring at him for a full minute, she nodded.


“Why don’t we save ourselves a little time?” She walked into his living room and pulled an end table away from the wall. “Your station manager hired me to protect you, and as you’ve already stated, you don’t feel I’m qualified to do the job.”


He rubbed his bristled chin, trying to figure out what she was up to. “That’s right.”


“Fine. We can settle this rather quickly.” Jasmine set his ceramic chess set on the floor and knelt at one end of the table. She laid her arm out and flexed her muscle. “Are you up for it?”


Spencer’s mouth fell open. “Arm wrestling?”


“That’s right. If I win, you shut up and let me do my job. If you win, I’m out of here. Then we’ll both just have to hope your overzealous fan is all talk and no action—as I suspect you are.” Her gaze flicked downward before rising to meet his eyes.


Heat crept up Spencer’s neck. That was a blatant challenge, not to mention an insult to his masculinity. Starting to move forward, he caught himself.


He wasn’t stupid. If this lady had volunteered to arm wrestle, chances were she thought she could take him. Backing off and firing her the regular way was the smart move. But, though Spencer was smart, he was still a man. His pride just wouldn’t let him back down from a woman. Shoot, he had to defend his Y chromosome.


Still, it didn’t hurt to try another approach. “Screw the arm wrestling. How about we just wrestle? You never know, it could be fun.”


Jasmine’s hard gaze didn’t waver. She simply flexed her hand again, daring him to accept her challenge.


Ignoring his common sense, Spencer knelt at the table and laid his arm alongside hers. “This is your last chance to back out with your pride intact,” he told her. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


Jasmine raised a brow. “All men say that. I have yet to meet one who meant it. Enough talk, Sandman. Let’s go.”


Great. Just what he needed. A woman with an attitude. Right now he probably represented every idiot who’d ever done her wrong. If she had PMS on top of that, he was a dead man.


When she raised her arm to his, Spencer did wonder if he could hurt her. Her hands were dainty, with slender fingers and short nails, which distracted him from the strength cording her wrist and forearm. The bones of her fingers seemed so delicate, he feared too much pressure would snap them.


They locked hands, and Spencer reached up to trace their joined fingers with his other hand. He made a show of studying her nails. “By the way, you could use a manicure.”


Jasmine’s grip tightened enough to make him wince. “You may get away with wisecracks on the air, but keep talking to me like that and you’ll find yourself flat on your back.”


“Ooh, sounds kinky. Where do I sign up?”


The back of Spencer’s hand went rushing toward the black-lacquered table. It happened so fast, he almost didn’t recover in time. With all his strength, he forced their hands back into the center.


It was on. He wasn’t about to let her catch him off guard again. Gripping the edge of the table with his free hand, Spencer levered more force against Jasmine. She resisted, keeping their arms centered. Spencer squinted, channeling all of his energy into his wrist. Pricks of sweat formed on his forehead.


He looked up, expecting to see his struggle mirrored on Jasmine’s face. Instead, he saw boredom. Catching his eye, she smiled sweetly and winked at him. Gazing down at her left hand, she flicked the edge of one nail with her thumb. “You’re right. I do need a manicure.”


She was toying with him! She hadn’t even broken a sweat. His stomach lurched. Jasmine held his arm locked in an upright position not because they were equally matched but simply because she could.


Dammit, why hadn’t he spent more time in the gym? Fortunately, he’d never had to. He’d been able to maintain his leanly muscled physique on the wind of a high metabolism, a few pickup basketball games, and an undisciplined diet that didn’t include beef. She was making him look like a fool.


Anger shot through him, fueling him with adrenaline. He used the sudden rush of energy to force her arm down several inches.


Now she gripped the table, working to press his arm back up. Spencer matched her strength, and now he saw her struggling not to lose ground again. Her wide eyes were narrowed in determination and her lips were pressed into a single dark line. He could even see a slight sheen forming above her brow. That was better.


Jasmine leaned forward, nailing him with those shining black eyes. She was dead set on winning.


But now, so was he. He felt his arm beginning to burn, and he knew he couldn’t last much longer. Thankfully, he wasn’t above fighting dirty.


“You’re giving me a great view.” He arched his brow, staring down into the vee created by the open collar of her blue satin shirt. As he’d hoped, his remark caught her off guard, allowing him to gain the advantage again.


But it didn’t last. Jasmine did lean forward more, and while Spencer got a peek at the lacy, ice-blue edge of her bra, she took the advantage back.


Spencer tried to lever more shoulder into his grip, but he was still losing ground. His sharp tongue was his strongest weapon. Outrageous comments pulled high ratings; maybe now they could pull his fat out of the fire.


“Thanks for the peek. Maybe once we’re through here, you’ll give me a taste, too?”


He was going down. His hand was dangerously close to the table. Spencer had nothing to lose. “I know I said you looked more like a ballerina than a bodyguard, but I’ve changed my mind.”


He forced her hand up a few inches. “That body’s not made for dancing, it’s made for fu—”


Slam. His knuckles cracked against the table so hard, he knew they would bruise. “Whoa.”


Jasmine untangled her hand from his and pushed away from the table.


Spencer sat there for a moment, trying to register what had just happened. “You win,” he said belatedly, shaking out his hand.


She didn’t answer. With her back to him, she paced in front of the window. Whew, she looked mad.


“Look, I’m sorry for what I just said. I tend to be a bit of a sore loser. I didn’t mean it.” Unless you want me to mean it.


No response.


“And I want you to know that I intend to honor our agreement. You won, so I’ll shut the hell up and let you do your job. What do you say?”


She turned around, back in control. Spencer watched her face for anger, but she appeared to be cooler now. And, for the first time since she’d set foot in his home, she broke a smile. Her sweet expression was nearly angelic.


Relief rushed through his body.


“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “You don’t know how many times I’ve been through this. The important thing is that you now understand that I’m qualified to handle this job.”


“I understand,” he said, rubbing his knuckles. “Believe me, I understand.”


Her smile grew. “Good. Then let’s start over, okay?” She offered him her hand to shake.


He grasped her fingers. “It’s a deal.”


She held his grip and stepped in close, planting her foot behind his ankle and sweeping back. For the second time that day, Spencer went down hard.


He lay there, staring up at her smug face. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


“Right now? Nothing.”


“Will your agency send out a bodyguard to protect me from you?” Spencer rolled over and came to his feet, backing away from Jasmine. “Or is the policy to beat up clients yourself so that no one else will bother?”


Jasmine folded her arms. “No. What took place between us today had nothing to do with company policy.”


Spencer rubbed his back. “I should hope not.”


“According to company policy, I am to report any instances of sexual harassment immediately. But before I go through all the legal channels, I prefer to try to handle things my own way.”


Spencer sobered instantly. He hadn’t exactly been Mr. Congeniality so far, and while he’d love to blame it all on sleep deprivation, he knew his male ego was probably more at fault. What guy wouldn’t be a little sensitive about having a gorgeous female guarding his body?


Actually, now that he thought about it, the idea wasn’t without advantages. Nevertheless, bucking protocol was his specialty, and he’d never been good at keeping his mouth shut.


The station was run primarily by women. It would be impossible to explain his behavior without sounding like an immature idiot. His promotion was a hard sell already. They weren’t in any hurry to move an on-air personality pulling good ratings in a bad time slot to a show that ranked high regardless. Once they heard Jasmine’s side of things, they’d skin him alive.


“I was hired by your station manager,” Jasmine continued. “But you have the right to ask me to leave. Though I guarantee that if I get fired from this job before I’ve had the chance to prove myself, your station will be facing the biggest sexual discrimination suit of all time.”


Geez, this wasn’t the first time his smart mouth had gotten him into trouble with the station. No matter how much he didn’t want her there, he was going to have to put up with her for the sake of his job. Tali had probably gotten a huge kick out of hiring a female bodyguard for him. No doubt she would take it as a personal affront to her kind if he sent Jasmine away just because she didn’t pee standing up.


“That won’t be necessary,” Spencer said. “I think we have an understanding.”


“Perfect. Then let’s get down to work.”


 


You’re blowing this, you idiot. You’re blowing it. Jasmine cursed herself from one end of Spencer’s luxury bachelor pad to the other.


As he followed her on the security walk-through, she automatically recommended upgrades to his alarm system, but half her mind was locked on her grossly unprofessional behavior.


Holding her temper had always been a struggle, but it hadn’t become an issue until her brief stint as a D.C. cop. She’d worked overtime to prove she could keep up with those idiots. Even when she’d surpassed the others in performance, Jasmine never saw an end to the off-color jokes or sexual innuendos at her expense.


Finally, one smart-ass rookie went too far. Trying to substantiate Jasmine’s claim that she was more man than he was, Feldmeyer made the mistake of grabbing her crotch. Without blinking, Jasmine pulled her gun on him and threatened to blow a hole in his pride and joy.


For that stunt, the police chief sentenced her to ten sessions of temper management counseling or one week’s suspension. Feldmeyer got off with a minor reprimand.


Though Jasmine went to all ten counseling sessions, she never returned to the force. In her three years of dedicated service, she hadn’t been able to fit in—despite the fact that there were several well-respected women on the squad. Instead of collecting commendations, Jasmine received more than her fair share of warning lectures. Maybe the chief had been right. Maybe she did have problems with authority.


Had she really dumped Spencer Powell—her first high-profile client—on his rear? If Nathan found out, she’d be out on hers. Attitude or not, even she knew some lines were not to be crossed. Getting physical with a client broke every rule in the book.


She was thankful that Spencer seemed to be as anxious to get past the incident as she was. Despite all her big words about sexual harassment and discrimination suits, there was no doubt that she had more to lose than he did.


During the walk-through, Jasmine tried to reestablish her credibility as a bodyguard. If they couldn’t reach a certain level of trust, it would be impossible to keep Spencer safe. And if she couldn’t do that, then there was more at stake than just her pride. She’d drop off the case before she would allow a client to get half-assed protection.


When they returned to the living room, Jasmine sat across from Spencer on the sofa. “Let me know as soon as you’ve gotten those additions made to your security system. They’re important because your station is hiring only part-time protection for you.”


Spencer, who’d been brief with her up to this point, said, “Thank God. I don’t think I’m up for full-time.” He slipped a hand into the arch of his back.


Jasmine’s face heated. She should apologize. No matter how much the words stuck in her throat, she had to put herself back on civil terms with her client. If he saw her as the enemy, he wouldn’t trust her when it counted.


She opened her mouth, but Spencer beat her to it.


“Look, forget I said that. Can we just pretend that the last hour or so never happened? I think we both could use a fresh start. What do you say?”


Spencer’s words should have been reassuring to Jasmine. Instead, they pissed her off.


She’d bet he thought that little speech made him the bigger person. He probably thought he was sexy, looking at her with that heavy-lidded gaze.


Jasmine studied him with narrowed eyes. He thought he was so cute with those short, brown curls and that pretty-boy smile. Well, she wasn’t falling for it.


His lean, basketball player’s build did nothing for her. And his deep, I-want-to-strip-you-naked, radio voice was wasted on her. It certainly didn’t thrill her spine every time he opened his mouth. In fact, she hadn’t even noticed it.


Jasmine paused. Damn, girl, you have issues.


Every time she thought she’d made a breakthrough, she started to regress. Why was she letting Spencer Powell get to her like this?


When Councilman Marquette’s wife insisted that her beautician restyle Jasmine’s hair, she’d managed to decline gracefully. And she hadn’t even lost her cool when some kid threw up on her handbag at the prom last night. But let some sexy-as-sin radio host get a little too mouthy and she turned into Xena, Warrior Princess.


She had to get it together. Fast. Jasmine referred to her mental list: Temper Management Technique No. 4: When a situation begins to get out of hand, rely on your skills to bring things back under control. The best way to handle this assignment was to be curt and professional from here on out.


She returned Spencer’s smile. “I want to apologize for my behavior earlier. It was inappropriate and unprofessional. I would appreciate a fresh start, too.”


Spencer nodded, accepting her apology. He knew better than to offer to shake on it this time.


“My ability to protect you is dependent on your full cooperation. You may need to modify your lifestyle a little bit to keep a low profile.”


“Modify my lifestyle? What does that mean?” His brow made a wicked arch. “Are you moving in?”


“You wish.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Jasmine regretted them. Cool and professional, dummy!


This assignment might be harder than she’d thought.


“I mean that’s not going to be necessary. As I stated earlier, since your station is hiring only one part-time guard, it’s imperative that you take responsibility for your safety when I’m not around.”


“Damn, I guess that means I have to give up skydiving.”


Ignore him. Keep talking. “At this time we have no reason to believe that your alleged stalker has access to your home. Therefore, I’ll escort you to work and then home each day, and I’ll be present during any public appearances. Tomorrow, I’ll teach you some defensive driving techniques—”


“Cool…burning rubber? Driving on two wheels? Jumping open drawbridges?”


“And until the threat against you has been fully assessed, I recommend that you stay out of the public eye as much as possible. Try to keep your personal errands to a minimum.”


“What are you saying, that I’m chained to my house?” Spencer’s voice rose an octave.


“No, but you really shouldn’t tempt fate. Change your normal routine as much as possible. If you usually shop for groceries at the corner market every Saturday at noon, try a different store at another time of day. Vary your schedule.”


“Why the hell am I turning my life upside down for some nut who has nothing better to do than make crank calls? Isn’t that the reason they hired you?”


“Spencer, ninety percent of my job is threat avoidance. Everyone thinks close protection is about looking big and tough and busting heads. My job is to keep you safe, which means avoiding the confrontation. If we manage to come up against the confrontation, then I’m equipped to handle that, too. But my most important task is to make you a hard target.”


“No problem there. All you have to do is walk into a room.”


Jasmine gnashed her teeth. Down girl. Cool and professional.


“Whoa,” Spencer said, warding her off with his hands. “Before you slug me, I take it back.” He chuckled. “But you’ve got to cut me some slack here. I work the ten-P.M.-to-two-A.M. shift. My livelihood depends on my ability to come up with zingers. If you’re going to stick around, you’re going to have to learn not to take it personally.”


Jasmine sucked in a calming breath. She could do this. It would be the greatest test of her self-discipline yet, but it would be worth it.


“As I was saying, target hardening means building up enough layers of defense to make you less vulnerable to a potential threat. We should go over your schedule for the next several weeks and see where we can make some modifications.”


He saluted her. “You’re the boss. I’ll be good, I promise.”


For the next twenty minutes Spencer rattled off his schedule. He had a number of club shows and special events planned for the coming month, including a live broadcast from Ocean City in a few weeks and a singles event at a D.C. bar that evening.


Jasmine took notes, pausing to tap her pen against her notepad. “It’s definitely too late to do anything about your appearance tonight, but I need to talk to your station manager about pulling you off some of these other high-profile events.”


“Are you kidding? The success of my show is largely dependent on the live shows I do locally. Making me disappear into the woodwork will ruin my career.”


“Extended hospital stays and funerals have also been known to ruin careers. Think about it. This may seem unnecessary to you, but you don’t get a second chance at living. If you blow it, it’s over. I’ve seen too many situations go bad because somebody refused to take his safety seriously.”


“Have you ever lost a client?”


“No. But I used to be a D.C. cop. The simple truth is that if someone threatens you with bodily harm, chances are, at some point, that person is going to try to make good on that threat. But even if it never happens, you’re better off staying a step ahead.”


Spencer sank back into silence.


“I know you think it’s ridiculous to have a female in charge of your safety, but there are several advantages. For instance, it will be a lot easier for me to blend into your daily routine. During your live shows, I can be introduced as a personal assistant. In other situations, I can be a relative, friend, or—”


“Date, girlfriend, lover?” Spencer asked.


Her jaw tightened. “If you think it’s appropriate.”


“Hmm, this could be interesting after all.”


“I’m not concerned with how you introduce me. The important point for you to remember is that I won’t tolerate any advances or improper—”


“Say no more, sister. I value the family jewels far too much to get them anywhere near your steel-toe shoes. I have no desire to be pas-debourréed right back on my ass.”


Again with the ballerina references. Jasmine hadn’t had a lick of dance training, but she was sure she could pirouette him upside the—


Cool and professional. She wasn’t going to lose her temper again if it killed her. She just needed to bump up the authoritative mode a notch. Once Spencer realized that she wasn’t going to lose control again, keeping him in line would be a breeze.


Jasmine looked over at Spencer, who smiled back, looking for all the world like a choirboy gone bad.


Who was she kidding? Even under the best of circumstances, keeping Spencer Powell in line would be like trying to cage the wind.


It was a good thing she liked a challenge.
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“Somebody shoot me.” Spencer ducked onto the covered patio of the Lonely Hearts Bar & Grill, hoping the fresh air would calm him. He was visible through the glass doors, so Jasmine wouldn’t have to come looking for him. Maybe he could have a moment of peace.


Irvin Jackson, manager of the bar, stood against the brick building with his thick lips bunched around the end of a cigar. “Shoot you? Sorry, man, I left my AK in my other pants.”


“Hey, Irvin.” Spencer walked over to the wooden railing and looked out over the city. Even a little late-spring rain couldn’t keep people off the busy D.C. streets. Cars and buildings blurred before his eyes.


All Spencer could see was red.


Irvin stubbed out his cigar and came over to stand beside him. “So who’s the new girl?”


“Jasmine?” The ballerina bone crusher? Princess of Pain?


Spencer narrowed his eyes, calling up the prepared cover story Tali had fed him over the phone. “The station has decided that I need a personal assistant. Today’s her first day.”


“Kind of bossy, isn’t she?” Irvin grinned, running a hand along his balding head. He’d grown the rest of his hair to shoulder length and had it pulled into a silver-threaded braid at the nape of his neck.


“Oh, you noticed? What was your first clue? When she made the crew move the deejay setup from the front of the dance floor to the back, against the wall? Or was it when she demanded that your staff disarm the back door alarm so I could enter and exit through the kitchen?”


Spencer knew these were security precautions, but WLPS had been hosting events at this bar for years. His set was only an hour and a half. There were several other people from the station doing sets tonight, and they were going to have to adjust to a lot of changes because Jasmine was taking her job too far.


Why couldn’t she just hold her clipboard and look pretty? If she wanted to cling to his side a little and follow him around, fine. But turning the entire place upside down was just her way of trying to look important. Spencer couldn’t imagine that there could be a threat here. A lot of the guests were regulars he knew by name. No one would try anything in front of a crowd.


Irvin rubbed the goatee on his chin. “I noticed she made a bit of a fuss.”


“More than a bit. When she started giving me instructions on where I should stand and how close I could get to the crowd, I had to make a break for it.”


“But you know how it is with the new kids. They feel they gotta make a lot of changes to show they’re doing the job. She’ll calm down after a while.”


“Not soon enough for me,” Spencer said, holding his thumb and index finger an inch apart. “I’m this close to firing her.”


Irvin chuckled. “Man, give the girl a break. Sounds like she’s really looking after you. She asked Tyrone to wait on you personally, so you wouldn’t have to walk back and forth through the crowd for your complimentary drinks. She’s treating you like a king. You better sit back and enjoy it. Especially since she’s so damn fine with that pretty brown skin and those big eyes. Shoot, I’m thinking about getting me a personal assistant.”


“Yeah, she’s good-looking.”


Now that he could relate to. Spencer had never had trouble with women, especially not the attractive ones. Jasmine, with her tough girl routine and her smart mouth, was a different story. But she was still a woman. Maybe if he kept that in mind, she wouldn’t be so hard to deal with.


He turned to look through the glass and saw her looking over at them, holding her clipboard to her chest.


“Great. She looks like she’s getting ready to come out here.” He nodded to Irvin. “It’s too late for me, man. Save yourself.”


Irvin folded his arms and leaned back on the railing, crossing his ankles. “Oh, no, I don’t want to miss this.”


“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Spencer darted another glance in her direction. “She’s tougher than she looks.”


“I usually see those little interns from the station fawning all over you. It’s about time they hired a woman who isn’t afraid to take you in hand.”


“Traitor.”


Under different circumstances, Jasmine White would definitely be his type. He liked them tall and slim, with all the right curves. And she had his favorite thing—a sweet little derriere any sister would envy.


Too bad she spoiled the entire image with that perpetual scowl. She was marching toward him like a woman on a mission, no doubt ready to bark more orders and instructions. He’d bet she was no different in bed—ordering her men around like new recruits in boot camp—or booty camp.


Drop those pants, Private!


Ma’am, yes, ma’am!


Great. Nice going, Spencer scolded himself. He had to shove his hands deep into the pockets of his khakis to hide his body’s reaction to the image of Drill Sargent Jasmine in the bedroom. He’d sign up for active duty in a heartbeat.


Jasmine pushed the glass door open and strode up to the two men. “Spencer, the bar opens at five o’clock today. That only gives us twenty minutes to go over these last few details.”


“I’ve done this a hundred times, Jasmine. I know my job.” Spencer let his back rest against the wooden railing, crossing his feet at the ankles. “Besides, we don’t go live until six, and my spot doesn’t start until ten anyway. We have plenty of time.”


She gave him an overly friendly smile. “Well, circumstances have changed, and if you’re not prepared, the consequences could be severe.”


He looked at Irvin and rolled his eyes. “I think I can handle it.”


Her eyes flashed. “If you could, I wouldn’t be here.”


She was so close. Close enough for him to reach out and wrap his fingers around that long, elegant neck and squeeze—


Spencer had just opened his mouth to make a nasty retort when Irvin interrupted with a healthy belly laugh. “You two are a trip.”


Her head snapped up as though she were seeing Irvin for the first time.


“Excuse me,” Spencer said. “Jasmine White meet Irvin Jackson, the manager of the Lonely Hearts Bar and Grill.”


While the two shook hands and exchanged pleasantries, Spencer tried to bring himself back into control. He stared at Jasmine’s profile. Apparently, she did have a friendly side, because she conversed with Irvin without a trace of the venom he’d been treated to all day.


Clearly, he was taking her role as his bodyguard too seriously. Maybe it was time for him to have some fun with it.


A wicked grin crossed his lips. An old trick to disarm stressful situations came to mind. It was better suited to public speaking, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t work for him now.


If he pictured Jasmine in her underwear, maybe it would soften his reaction to her attitude. If nothing else, he’d get a cheap thrill.


Spencer let his eyes glide down her body, erasing the slim-fitting navy suit and replacing it with a soft blue merry widow that matched the lacy bra he’d glimpsed earlier. He pictured it barely cupping her full breasts, lifting the swells until they seemed ready to burst free with the slightest movement. The corset would cinch in around her impossibly tiny waist, and the garters—


“Why are you looking at me like that?”


Spencer blinked away his dreamy expression. “What?”


He looked around, finally noticing that Irvin had excused himself and left the balcony, leaving him alone with a suspicious Jasmine.


She started to say something, then closed her mouth, pursing her lips. Instead she held out her clipboard. “Immediately after your set, I’ll escort you through the kitchen exit to my car, which is parked right outside.”


Spencer frowned down at the floor plan she held out. “And then what?”


“And then I’ll drive you home.”


He’d never felt more like a pansy in all his life. “What if I don’t want to go home?” He knew it was childish, but he felt a bit like a kid at the moment.


She ignored him, pointing at her blasted floor plan again. “Now, I’ve had the mike placed over here, so as long as you move around in this vicinity…”


Spencer tuned her out. No amount of G-strings or garter belts could warm him toward her as long as she had that “Jasmine, the emasculator,” routine going.


That left Spencer no other choice. If she wanted to be his bodyguard, fine. There wasn’t much he could do about it, but that didn’t mean he had to make it easy for her.


 



If she got Spencer Powell home alive, she was going to kill him, Jasmine promised herself as she followed him into the Sin City nightclub.


He’d disregarded just about every instruction she’d given him since his ten o’clock set had begun at the bar. He hadn’t stayed onstage. Instead, he’d blatantly walked into the crowd to flirt with women in the audience. Then, to make matters worse, he’d disappeared several times, claiming he’d been in the bathroom.


She’d cautioned him to let her know, so she could wait outside the door. Instead, he blew her off with a casual, “Honey, when the urge hits, you’ve got to go with the flow. No time for spectators.”


She’d nearly strangled him then and there. Worse yet, after his set was over at eleven-thirty, he’d invited two other guys from the station out for a night on the town. Jasmine had protested, but Spencer had forced her into it by telling her, in front of the other men, that if it was past her bedtime she was free to go home.


The other men thought she was Spencer’s new personal assistant and, of course, wouldn’t be obligated to hang out with the guys. So she’d had to do a one-eighty and keep her mouth closed as she drove Spencer and his buddies for forty minutes to an after-hours club in Baltimore.


It was going to be much more difficult to watch out for Spencer in a crowded nightclub, and he knew it. Obviously, he’d decided to make this as inconvenient for her as possible, but she was up to the challenge.


The four of them paid the ten-dollar-each cover charge—which she fully intended to bill back to WLPS—and filed into the main room.


“Looks like we missed the show,” Spencer said.


“What show?” asked Juan, half of the Duan and Juan duo, which hosted WLPS’s six-to-ten slot.


“The strip show,” his twin brother answered. “Some nights they have strippers before they open the floor for dancing. The women get male dancers in this room, and the men get female dancers in the back room.”


“Looks like some of them are still here,” Juan said.


“Yep, a lot of them stick around after the show, hoping to make some extra money,” Spencer said, raising his brows suggestively.


“That’s sick.” Jasmine hadn’t meant to speak up, but the words were out of her mouth before she realized it.


Spencer put an arm around her. “Don’t worry, we won’t let anyone push up on you. Think of the three of us as…your bodyguards.” He chuckled in her ear.


Jasmine brushed his arm off her shoulder, ignoring the lingering sensation of his fingers massaging her upper arm. “That won’t be necessary.”


“On the other hand, if you want to meet someone, we won’t cramp your style.” Spencer couldn’t control his laughter.


She chose to ignore him. “Why don’t we find a table?”


She followed them through the club to another room where there were tables and reggae music playing for a handful of people.


They sat down and a waitress came right over to take their drink orders. “Nothing for me,” Jasmine said.


The waitress shifted her weight with impatience. “Two-drink minimum.”


Jasmine rolled her eyes. “Then bring me two Cokes.”


The guys ordered beer and tried to decide which male strippers were gay. Jasmine was busy getting a mental layout of the club. As they’d walked through, she’d taken note of all the exits. It was clear that Spencer didn’t intend to cooperate with her protective measures, but she refused to let that keep her from her job.


They were in a good position while they sat at the table, but if Spencer decided to move onto the dance floor, things could get tricky. That part of the club was packed to twice its normal capacity because of the strippers.


Jasmine had never seen so many overdone hairdos in one room. The women of Baltimore had a style all their own—high hair, braids, gelslicked cones, and hard curls ranging in shades from coppery blond to raspberry
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