
PLAYING WITH TEMPTATION

An Alpha Protector Romantic Suspense

 

A Novel

 

Nora Voss 

 

— 1 —


Copyright

Nora Voss © 2026. All rights reserved.

First Edition

No  part  of  this  publication  may  be  reproduced,  distributed,  or  transmitted  in  any  form  or  by  any means,  including  photocopying,  recording,  or  other  electronic  or  mechanical  methods,  without  the prior  written  permission  of  the  author,  except  in  the  case  of  brief  quotations  embodied  in  critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

 

— 2 —


DISCLAIMER

This  is  a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the 

products  of  the  author’s  imagination  or  used  in  a  fictitious  manner.  Any  resemblance  to  actual 

persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. Blackwater Cove, Maine is a fictional 

town.

This  novel  contains  mature  themes  including  violence,  threat,  and  significant  romantic  content. 

Intended for readers 18 and over.
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For every story that survived the lawyer’s office.

And for the people who stood at the top of the stairs.
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“The trick to watching is learning when to stop seeing it as a picture and start 

knowing it as itself.”

— Absalom Crane, Keeper’s Log, Blackwater Cove, Maine, 1911
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PROLOGUE

The Last Mission

Quinn — Kandahar, Afghanistan. Eighteen months ago.

The heat in Kandahar was the kind that had weight. 

Quinn  had  worked  in  Fallujah  in  August,  in  Mosul in July, in the Korengal Valley in the  dead  of  a  summer  that  turned  the  road  asphalt  soft  underfoot,  and  none  of  it  had prepared  him  for  what  the  Afghan  desert  did  to  the  air  in  October.  It  pressed  down  on everything — on the blast-wall compounds, on the dust roads, on the men he was standing with  in the vehicle bay of the forward operating base, checking their kit for the third time because checking your kit a third time was never wasted motion. 

His  principal  was  Richard  Falconer.  Forty-nine  years  old,  energy  sector  consultant, American  national,  the  kind  of  man  whose  passport  was  more  stamp  than  blank  space. Quinn had been on his detail for six weeks. He knew Falconer's patterns the way he knew terrain:  the  coffee  at  six,  the  calls  to  Washington at nine, the particular rhythm of a man who  had  spent  thirty  years  in  difficult  places  and  had  survived  them  through  a combination of professional caution and personal stubbornness. Falconer was not reckless. That was what Quinn had told Washington when they asked for his assessment. He is not a man who takes unnecessary risks. 

He believed it when he said it. 

The job that night was a standard transfer. Falconer to the meeting point at the Serena Hotel, eighteen minutes by vehicle if the Dahla Dam bridge road was clear, twenty-five if it wasn't.  The  intelligence  assessment  said  the  threat  environment  was  elevated  but  not acute. Quinn's read agreed. Elevated. Watchful. Not the kind of night that announces itself. 

It never was. 

He ran the route in his mind while his second, a contractor named Price, finished the final comms check. Gate to road, road to bridge, bridge to the island, hotel approach, hotel interior. Every variable he could anticipate — he had anticipated. That was the job. The job was anticipation reduced to procedure until procedure became instinct. 
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He had done it a hundred times. 

He  thought  of  that  later.  In  the  hospital  corridor,  and  then in the debrief room, and then  on  the  long  flight  home  —  he  thought  of  the  exact  moment  he  had  completed  his mental walkthrough of the route and felt the quiet satisfaction of a man who had done his preparation. The thought had been wordless and professional and entirely confident. 

He thought of it the way you think of the last thing you did before the car accident. 

* * *

The ambush came at the bridge. 

Not from the road. From the water — a boat below the central span, and the men were already  on  the  walkway  before  Quinn  had  processed  what his eyes were telling him. Two vehicles ahead, one behind, and then Falconer's SUV stopped with a jolt that threw Quinn's shoulder  against  the  door  frame  and  the  radio  erupted  and  Price  was  already calling the abort sequence and Quinn had his door open before the vehicle had fully stopped because the first rule when everything goes wrong is move. 

He moved. 

What  happened in the next four minutes he has reconstructed so many times that he can  no  longer  distinguish  the  memory  from  the  reconstruction.  He  knows  he  got  to Falconer's door. He knows the first two men went down. He knows he was pulling Falconer out of the vehicle when the third shot came from an elevation he had not accounted for — a pedestrian overpass set back from the bridge approach, forty yards, a clean angle, and the intelligence  had  not  mentioned  the  overpass because the intelligence had been looking at road-level threats and nobody had looked up. 

He knows the shot hit Falconer and not him. 

He knows this is not a comfort. He has never found it to be a comfort. 

He  held  Falconer  on  the  bridge  for  eleven  minutes  until  the  emergency  response reached them. Eleven minutes is a long time. Long enough to have a conversation, though 

 

— 8 —

Falconer  was  in  and  out  and  Quinn  has  always  been  better  with  silence  than  words.  He kept pressure on the wound and talked in the flat, practical way he had learned was useful: you're  okay,  help  is  coming,  stay  with  me.  All  three  statements  were,  at  that  moment, technically true. 

By the time the ambulance arrived, only the second one remained accurate. 

Falconer died at Mirwais Regional Hospital at two forty-seven in the morning. Quinn was  in  the  waiting  corridor.  He  sat  in  a  plastic  chair  with  dried  blood  on  his  hands  and Falconer's  passport  in  his  jacket  pocket  —  he  had  taken  it  during  the  transfer,  standard procedure,  and  he  had  not  yet  found  the  right  moment  to  give  it  back  —  and  he understood,  in  the  clear  and  merciless  way  that  exhaustion  strips  everything  down,  that there  was  no  intelligence  failure,  no procedural error, no single thing that had been done wrong. 

There was just the overpass. 

There was just the angle nobody had looked at. 

There  was  just  the  one  variable  he  had  not  anticipated  in  a  world  that  contained, always, one more variable than you had anticipated. 

He  put  the  passport  in  the  hospital's  lost-property  envelope.  He  signed  the  debrief forms. He took the flight home. 

He did not take another contract. 

* * *

Blackwater Cove had been his family's, once — his grandfather's, then his father's, and then nobody's  because  his  father  had  died  in  the manner of men who work the water too long and too alone, and Quinn had been twenty-three and in uniform and had come back for the funeral  and  left again before the repast was finished. He had sent money for the property taxes  every  year  for  eleven  years,  from  whatever  city  he  was  in,  from  whatever  account cleared fastest. He could not have told anyone why. He was not a sentimental man. 
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He had come back eight months after Kandahar because there was nowhere else to go and  because  Blackwater  Cove  was  the  one  place  on  earth  where  he  had  no  professional history.  No  route  to  walk  in  his  mind.  No  principal  to  protect. No threat environment to assess.  Just  the  water,  and the fog, and the town that barely noticed his return because it barely noticed anything that couldn't be eaten or sold or fixed. 

He had started the consultancy because doing nothing had proved, after six weeks, to be  physiologically  impossible.  Not  the  money  —  he  had enough. The absence of purpose. He  understood  now  why  retired  soldiers  drank.  The  body  remembers  function.  When function is removed, the body goes looking for it in the wrong places. 

The  consultancy  gave  him  a  perimeter to manage. Assessments, close protection, the occasional  surveillance  operation  for  corporate  clients  who  needed  someone  precise  and discreet. Small work. Clean work. The kind that didn't put anyone in his care in proximity to a bridge and an overpass. 

He had been careful about that. 

He had been careful about a great many things. 

The  Delilah  Voss  contract  had come through a former colleague in Boston who knew Quinn's  particular  skill  set  and  knew  that  Voss  needed  someone  who  could  operate independently in a small, contained environment with minimal footprint. The north point of  Blackwater  Cove.  The  lighthouse  property.  A  principal  who  was  afraid  but  refused  to show it. Credible threats from a well-funded source. Elevated but not acute. 

He read the file. 

He took the contract. 

He  did  not  think  about  Kandahar.  He  had  spent  a  year  and  a  half  building  the architecture  of  not thinking about Kandahar, and it was solid construction, professionally done. 

He was very good at what he did. 
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What  he  did  not  know,  sitting  in  the  lighthouse  kitchen  on  a  gray  October  morning with  Delilah  Voss's  threat  assessment  open  on  his  laptop  and  the  harbor  visible through the  north  window,  was  that  the  most  significant  variable  in  this  operation  was  not  the threats. 

It  was  the  woman  in  the  harbor  cottage  at  the  southern  end  of  the  cove,  who  had arrived two days ago with a rented SUV, five camera cases, and a past that had followed her across continents. 

He did not know this yet. 

He would find out the following morning, when she told him to leave. 
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CHAPTER ONE

The Unwanted Guard

Mara

The cottage smelled like salt and woodsmoke and the specific mustiness of a place that had been  closed  up  since  August,  and  Mara  had  decided within the first ten minutes that she loved it. 

This  was  not  the  reasonable  response.  The  radiator  in  the main room made a sound like  a  man  clearing  his  throat  every  forty  minutes.  The  kitchen  tap  ran  cold  for  ninety seconds  before  it  gave  up  and  produced  something  approximating  warm.  The  upstairs windows  faced  east,  which  meant  the  October  sun  came  through  them  at  six  in  the morning  with  the  enthusiasm  of  something  that  had  been  waiting  all  night  for  the opportunity.  She  had  discovered  this  at  six-oh-three  on  her  first  morning,  lying  on  the narrow bed she'd chosen for its proximity to a power outlet, and had lain there squinting at the ceiling and cataloguing what needed to be fixed. 

Nothing needed to be fixed. She had slept ten hours. She could not remember the last time she had slept ten hours. 

The harbor was forty feet from her front door. The lobster boats went out before dawn and  came  back  in  the  afternoon,  and  the  sound  they  made  —  engine  and  water  and  the cries of the birds that followed them — was the most functional alarm clock she had owned in  years.  She  had  set  up  her  edit  suite  on  the  ground  floor  by  noon  of  the  first  day:  two monitors,  the  drive  array,  the  sound  board,  all  of  it  fitting  into  the  room  the  listing  had called  a  'dining  area'  with  six  inches  to  spare.  She  ate  at  the  kitchen  counter.  She  had always eaten at the kitchen counter. 

She was three days into a project that was, on paper, a documentary about the fishing heritage of the Maine coast. On paper. 

The knock at the door came on the fourth morning, at eight-fifteen, while she was on her  second  coffee  and  her  third  review  of  the  previous  day's  harbor  footage.  She  almost didn't  answer  it.  The  only  people  who  knew  she  was  here  were  Claire,  her  production 
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She  answered  it  because  she  was  also  three  days  into  being  cautious  about  not answering  doors,  and  being  cautious  about  not  answering  doors  was  exactly  the  kind  of flinching behavior she had promised herself she would not allow. 

The  man  on  her  step  was  tall  enough  that  he  blocked  the  morning  light.  Dark  hair, short. A jaw that hadn't been introduced to a razor since the previous day. He was wearing a gray fleece over dark clothes and he was looking at her with the particular expression of a man  who  has  already  assessed  the  situation  and  made  his  determination  and  is  now waiting for the situation to catch up. 

He said: "Ms. Bennett. I'm Quinn Archer. I work security for the Voss property on the north point." 

She said: "I know who you are." 

She  didn't,  actually.  She  had  not  known  his name until he said it. But the lighthouse property had a security operation — she had seen the cameras on her first walk up the cliff road,  seen  the  vehicle  parked with the quiet efficiency of something that was meant to be where  it  was  —  and  she  had  clocked  it  and  moved  on.  She  didn't  want  to  be  clocked  in return. She evidently hadn't succeeded. 

"Then you know why I'm here," he said. 

"I  have  a  guess,"  she  said,  "and  I'd  like  to  head  it  off.  I'm a documentary filmmaker renting a cottage for three months to make a film about fishing boats. I don't need security. I  don't  want  security.  I'm  not  part of whatever arrangement you have with Ms. Voss, and I'd appreciate it if we kept it that way." 

A pause. The length of it was not rude, exactly, but it was pointed. He was letting her words settle the way you let a room settle before you walk into it. 

"Ms. Voss's property encompasses the north point and the adjacent access easement," he said. "That includes the cliff road. You've used it three times in the past four days." 
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"It's a public trail." 

"The  lower  section  is.  The  upper  half-mile  is  a  private  easement  that  Ms.  Voss  has historically  allowed  public  use  of.  She's  asked  me  to  make  an  assessment  of  everyone currently using it regularly." 

Mara  looked  at  him.  He  looked  back  at  her.  His  eyes  were  a particular gray — not a warm  gray,  not  a  cold  one,  the  gray  of  weather  coming  in that hasn't decided yet what it will be. 

"You've  assessed  me,"  she  said.  "Documentary  filmmaker. Three camera cases in the back  of  a  rental  SUV,  visible  from  the  cliff  road.  No threat to your principal. Assessment complete." 

"Four camera cases," he said. "And a hard drive array you brought in three trips from the vehicle. Significant investment in a three-month rental." 

She had brought the equipment in at six in the morning when she'd assumed nobody was watching. 

She kept her face neutral. "I take my work seriously." 

"So  do  I,"  he  said.  And  then he did something that surprised her: he didn't push. He reached into his jacket and produced a card — white, no logo, just a number — and held it out.  "If  you  notice  anything  unusual  on  the  road or around the property, I'd appreciate a call. That's all I'm asking." 

She took the card because not taking it would have been a conversation about why she wasn't taking it. 

"Is that all?" she said. 

"For now." 

She closed the door. She stood in her hallway with the card in one hand and her coffee mug  in  the  other  and  listened  to  his  footsteps  on  the  gravel  path — unhurried, even, the steps of a man who was leaving because he chose to and not because she had made him. 
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She set the card on the kitchen counter. 

She went back to her footage. 

She did not think about his eyes. 

She thought about his eyes approximately seven more times before noon. 

* * *

The  harbor  master's  name  was  Lou  Crenshaw,  and  he  had  been  running  the  Blackwater Cove  harbor  operation  for  thirty-one  years,  and  he had the weathered, skeptical face of a man who had seen enough of the world to be unimpressed by most of it. He had agreed to let Mara film the fleet on the condition that she stay out of the way and not make the boats' owners  feel  like  they  were  being  studied,  which  was  a  condition  she  had  agreed  to immediately because it was also her condition. 

The  trick  to  this  kind  of  documentary  work  was  invisibility.  Not literal invisibility — you  couldn't  run  a  camera  without  people  knowing  you  were  there  —  but  the  cultivated habit  of  existing in a space as an extension of it rather than an interruption to it. She had learned  it  in  her  first  year  of  fieldwork, in New Orleans, filming the river port operations along the lower Mississippi. The men there had accepted her after three weeks because she showed up every day and asked nothing and carried her own equipment and did not recoil from the work of the place. You earned the shot by being present for everything around it. 

She was present. 

She  was  on  the  dock  at  five-thirty  every  morning  when  the  fleet  went  out,  camera running  in  the  gray  pre-dawn,  catching  the  particular  quality of light that existed only in that  window  between  darkness  and  dawn  —  the  way  it  turned  the  water  into  hammered pewter, the way it made the boats' navigation lights into something almost lyrical. She got forty  minutes  of  footage  she  knew immediately she would use. Then she spent the rest of the morning interviewing two of the older fishermen — Owen Beal and his cousin Denny — who had agreed to talk to her because Lou had vouched for her and because they'd both, as Owen put it, "always wanted someone to write the damn thing down." 
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She  wasn't  writing  anything  down.  She  was  building  a  structure  out  of  image  and testimony  and  the  specific  texture  of  a  place  that  was slowly losing the argument against time  and  tourism.  The  fishing heritage film was real. She was genuinely making it. It was also the frame that kept everything else in shadow. 

She  walked  the  cliff  road  back  to  the  cottage  in  the  early  afternoon.  The  wind  had come  up  from  the  southwest  and  the  scrub  pines  at  the  headland  were  moving  in  that deep-rooted, whole-body way that meant the weather was building. She had one camera on a  shoulder rig and one in her bag and she was composing a shot of the lighthouse against the incoming cloud bank when she became aware of someone behind her. 

She turned. 

Quinn  Archer  was  twenty  meters  back  on  the  trail,  hands  in  his  jacket  pockets,  not making  any particular effort to conceal himself. When she turned, he gave a single nod — acknowledgment,  not  greeting.  She  stood  and  let  him close the distance because running from a man who was walking at an even pace was its own kind of statement. 

"I'm not on your principal's property," she said when he reached her. 

"You're on the public section," he agreed. "I'm also on the public section." 

She  turned  back  to  the  lighthouse  and  framed  the  shot.  The  cloud  bank  was  doing something useful — layering behind the white tower in a way that compressed the distance and made the structure look older than it was. She pressed record and let it run. 

"Are you following me?" she asked. 

"I run this road every afternoon." 

"At the same time I walk it?" 

A pause. "It's a coincidence." 

It was not a coincidence. She could tell he knew she knew it was not a coincidence. She kept filming. 
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"The  lighthouse  has  good  bones,"  she  said.  "Whoever  renovated  it  understood  the structure." 

"It  was  built  in  1887,"  he  said.  "The  renovation  kept  the  original  lantern  room.  The interior  work  was  done  by  an  architect  out  of  Portland  who  specializes  in  maritime heritage." 

She  glanced  at  him.  He  was  looking  at  the lighthouse, not at her, with the particular expression of a man who knows a place well enough to have opinions about it. 

"You're from here," she said. 

"My grandfather fished out of this harbor." 

"Then it's your heritage I'm documenting." 

He looked at her then. Something moved in his face — not quite amusement, not quite suspicion. Something in between that she filed under 'undetermined' and moved on. 

"You'll  need  the  harbor  master's  sign-off  for  anything  involving  the  fleet,"  he  said. "Lou Crenshaw. He's particular about how it's done." 

"Already done. Owen Beal and Denny Crenshaw are my first interviews." 

Another pause. She could feel him recalibrating. 

"You work quickly," he said. 

"I work efficiently," she said. "There's a difference." 

She  stopped  the  recording.  The  lighthouse  shot  had what it needed. She lowered the camera and started back down the road toward the harbor, and she was aware, the way she was always aware of things she was pretending not to notice, that he fell in beside her. Not close. Not intrusive. The measured distance of a man who was respecting a line she hadn't explicitly drawn and he hadn't explicitly acknowledged. 

They walked the last half-mile to the harbor in silence. 

At the fork where the cliff road met the harbor path, she stopped and looked at him. 
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"Thank  you  for  the  walk,"  she  said.  It  was  neutral  and  it  was  final  and  it  gave  him nothing. 

"Anytime," he said. The same quality — neutral, final, nothing given. 

She  walked  to  the  cottage.  She  did  not  look  back.  She  knew  without  looking that he watched until she was inside, because that was the kind of man he was: thorough, patient, and entirely committed to the idea that watching was not the same as intruding. 

She was not sure he was wrong. 

She made dinner. She reviewed the afternoon footage. She went to bed early and slept well, which was its own kind of problem. 
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