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THE GRIFFIN’S WOMAN

 Isobel “Izzy” Ryan
knew she’d regret accepting the last minute, all-expenses paid
vacation offered by her best friend. A meticulous planner by
nature, the word impulsive is not in her vocabulary. When a case of
mistaken identity gets her kidnapped and taken to a shifter-only
island called The Playground, she has no choice but to stay until
the boat returns. Then she meets a sexy eagle shifter named
Griffin. The attraction between them is immediate and intense. Will
Izzy fight her cautious nature and indulge in a casual vacation
fling? Or will she deem the risk to her heart to be too
great?
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Chapter One

  

“You need to get laid.”

Izzy tried to be angry, or at least seriously
annoyed, but it was hard to be mad at a man who was in the middle
of giving her the best foot and calf massage of her life. Instead,
she settled for a grumpy, “Sex is your answer to everything.”

Ryan Sanders chuckled as he placed her left
foot on his thigh and picked up the right one. “Not everything.
Well…maybe most things. Come to think of it, there’s not much a
good roll in the hay won’t cure.” He winked at her, and she rolled
her eyes.

“Couldn’t tell it by me,” she told him.

He pointed his index finger at her. “See,
right there is your problem. You need a man like me. A man who can
lay it down between the sheets and keep it up all night. A male
that will make you forget that you’re sore, tired, and need to
rest. Who’ll have you spreading your thighs wide and creaming with
a simple look because the pleasure he gives is irresistible.”

“No one is that good, not even a werewolf,
present company excluded,” she told him.

“Of course,” Ryan agreed, a cheeky grin on
his face.

As Izzy relaxed against the cushioned arm of
the couch, she thought about what Ryan said. Sex with a shifter. If
she met one like Ryan, she wouldn’t hesitate. Sweet and loving,
though his outward appearance was fierce and tough, Ryan was what
her grandmother called ‘good people.’ However, most of the guys
she’d met were jerks, and that was being nice.

Just then, she heard a key in the lock. The
front door opened and seconds later, Luke stepped into the living
room. He had a suit jacket slung over one arm and an expensive but
well used attaché case held in the opposite hand. His sandy blonde
hair was wind tossed and his blues eyes brimmed with good
humor.

“Hey, look. It’s my two favorite people in
the world, sitting here waiting for me,” Luke stated as he walked
over to greet them.

“Hi, Luke. You still grilling this
afternoon?” Izzy asked, pleased as always to see him.

“As soon as I change out of this suit,” he
replied.

Izzy received a kiss on the top of her head.
Ryan got something a little deeper and more meaningful before Luke
headed off to the bedroom to change clothes.

Ryan watched him depart with a familiar
glitter in his gray eyes. Then he turned to Izzy. “Like I said,
there’s not much a good, sweaty, satisfying round of sex won’t
cure.” He made to get up and follow his lover into their
bedroom.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Izzy grabbed him by the
arm and pulled Ryan back down. “If you two start going at it, I’ll
never eat. I’m hungry and too tired to cook.” She’d gone into the
restaurant on her day off to help out and ended up working a double
shift. Her feet, and the rest of her body, were sore and weary.

He held up both his hands. “Okay, okay. Don’t
hurt me.”

As if she could, Izzy thought. She nudged him
with her foot to pick up the massage where he left off. Ryan stood
over six feet tall and had the body of a professional wrestler.
Golden brown skin, dark brown hair kept braided straight back, and
the prettiest gray eyes she’d ever seen completed the picture.

She and Ryan had been best friends for years,
despite his obvious sexual preferences. Something Ryan deeply
appreciated since most shifters tended to be homophobic. When he’d
met and later married Luke, she’d been happy because Ryan was
happy.

She’d come to love Luke, who was human like
her, the same way that she loved Ryan. In fact, she considered Ryan
to be her brother and Luke her brother-in-law. The day of their
wedding ceremony had been special honor for her because she'd been
asked by both men to be one of their witnesses. Luke’s brother had
been the other.

“Now where were we?” Ryan asked.

“You were rubbing my poor, abused feet,” she
reminded and nudged him again with her big toe.

Ryan picked her foot up, pressed his thumb
into the arch, and rotated it. “No, we were talking about sex.”

She collapsed onto her back on the couch with
a moan of pure pleasure. It was a moment before she could muster
the willpower to say, “For sex, I need a man. That’s not
something I have.”

“Who needs a man?” Luke asked as he
re-entered the room wearing a snug pair of faded blue jeans and a
t-shirt that molded to a well-toned chest.

“Izzy does,” Ryan answered.

“You said I needed sex,” Isabel
corrected.

“Hey, I’m a man. I do sex, and do it quite
well, might I add. Look no further. I have what you need right
here,” Luke said, playfully stroking his crotch.

“Oh sweetie, thanks for the offer, but if I
took you up on it, I’d blow your mind. You’d no longer be any good
for Ryan. All the whimpering and pleading for more of my luscious
body would get on my nerves, and poor Ryan would hate me for
stealing his man. You know what they say, ‘Once you go black, you
never go back.’” She grinned wickedly, waiting for Luke’s
response.

“Or, we could just have a threesome. With
Ryan there to dilute some of that awesome sexual prowess you’re
bragging about, I’m sure my mind would be safe,” Luke said.

“Uh-hmm.” Ryan cleared his throat. “Might I
remind you that I’m black?”

Izzy placed her hands over her mouth and
opened her eyes real wide in feigned shock. “You are? Oh my gosh, I
thought you were white. It’s the eyes, I tell you, and that pretty
tan of yours.”

Ryan growled playfully and pummeled her with
one of the couch cushions while Izzy shrieked with laughter.

“Since it looks like we won’t be acting out
my sex fantasy, while you two children play, I’m going to get the
grill started,” Luke stated.

Hours later, after they were all full from a
meal of steak and vegetable kabobs cooked on the grill, Ryan
returned to the topic that seemed to have become his personal soap
box—Izzy’s need for sex.

She listened to his spiel, allowing him to go
on, and on, and on before finally interrupting, “Let’s say, for the
sake of argument, that I agree with you. What do you expect me to
do about it? I have neither the time nor the energy to go
man-hunting, and you’ve seen the losers I meet on a daily basis.
You think I want to get busy with any of them? Huh? Huh? No, I
don’t. So back the hell off my case already.”

A tense silence fell.

Izzy put her face in her hand and rubbed
wearily at her forehead and eyes. Finally, she looked at her
friends. “I’m sorry I snapped. Just…enough already, okay?”

“No, don’t apologize. I’m the one who’s
wrong. I worry about you. You work so hard, taking very little time
for yourself, and I know you’re not happy,” Ryan said.

“Now that’s where you’re wrong. I am happy.
Having you and Luke in my life makes me very happy. I wouldn’t
trade you two for anyone in the world,” Izzy said.

“What Ryan is trying to say is that we want
you to have what we’ve found with each other—love. You work too
hard. You rarely go out. When’s the last time you went on a date,
or did something simply for the fun of it that we didn’t force you
to do?” Luke asked.

Izzy tried to remember, but the last few
months were a blur. After she’d lost her job at the bank, the only
jobs she’d been able to find were a part-time position at Wal-Mart
and another one waitressing at a local restaurant. Neither came
close to paying the salary she’d once earned.

The only reason she had a roof over her head
was because Ryan and Luke had convinced her to move in with them
when she’d fallen behind on her rent. She couldn’t depend on their
generosity forever. They had a life and needed their
privacy. 

Izzy worked as many hours as she could and
tucked away every spare penny so she could find a place that fit
her new budget. In addition, she wanted to return to school and
finish earning her Masters. When she’d lost her job, she’d lost the
tuition assistance the bank had provided. Unlike undergraduate
school, there were no scholarships to apply for, and student loans
were out of the question. She had enough debt, thank you.

Realizing they were waiting for an answer,
she said, “I don’t know. Not since I left the bank.” 

Most of the women she’d associated with were
coworkers. Hanging out with them had felt strange after she’d been
terminated. In the beginning, they’d kept in touch until Izzy’s
schedule had kept her so busy she’d canceled every invitation.
Gradually, the offers to meet up had dwindled and
stopped. 

Ryan and Luke’s gazes locked and a message
seemed to pass between them.

“Sweetie, you realize that’s been over a
year, right?” Ryan asked.

Her forehead puckered as she glanced at both
of them in bewilderment. “A year? No. A few months? Sure.”

“Izzy, you moved in with us last year over
Labor Day weekend. Halloween is next week. Thanksgiving will be
here before you know it,” Luke said, his tone serious.

Numb with shock, Izzy shook her head. “It’s
really been that long?” Then it hit her like a body blow what this
was really all about, and she blinked away tears. “I’m sorry. I
didn’t realize, didn’t think. I’ll start looking for another place
to stay tomorrow. I think I have enough money saved for the
deposit.”

She’d get up early and purchase a Sunday
paper. The classifieds should be full of apartment ads. It might
not be as nice as the condo she had rented before, or as in good of
a neighborhood, but surely she could find something in her price
bracket.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Luke
bellowed.

Ryan growled, deep in his throat, and his
eyes went gold. “You’re not moving anywhere,” he snarled in a low,
threatening voice.

“Oh look, now you’ve made him go wolf on us.
What’s wrong with you?” Luke added with a concerned glance at his
husband.

Her tears dried up as confusion set in.
“Isn’t that what this whole thing is about? You two want your
privacy.”

“No, stupid,” Luke responded to her before
turning his attention toward Ryan. “I told you to let me handle
this. No, big he-man werewolf had to do it himself. Now look what
you’ve started.”

Ryan slanted a narrow-eyed glance at Luke.
“Me? How is this my fault?”

Luke waved an elegant hand at him
dismissively before reaching across the table to capture both of
Izzy’s hands in his. “Hon, we’re concerned about you. You rarely
take a day off. You’re exhausted and sleep-deprived.”

When Izzy started in surprise, he continued,
“You think we don’t hear you, wandering around the house and lanai
late at night when anyone with sense would be asleep? You can’t
keep going at this pace. It will kill you.”

She sighed deeply, acknowledging their
concern. “I’ll slow down. Work less hours. Take a vacation, even,
as soon as I can afford it. I promise.”

Ryan snorted. “We’ve heard that before. You
hoard your savings like a dragon protecting a pile of gold. How
much is enough, Izzy, before you can begin to enjoy yourself again?
One thousand? Two thousand? Three? Five thousand dollars? What if
you never save enough? You still have to live while you’re earning,
and if you become seriously ill—cause that’s the direction you’re
headed—then what? Is this what you want your life to be? All work
and no play?”

“You guys don’t understand what it’s like to
go from being financially stable to having almost nothing in the
blink of the eye,” she protested, trying to make them understand
why she had to keep working, keep piling on the hours.

“Bull!” Luke said vehemently. “You still have
us, your family—who you haven’t seen in ages, by the way—and you
have your health. So what if you’re not making as much money as you
used to? So what if you had to move in with friends? At least you
still have a roof over your head.”

“And don’t tell me that we don’t understand,”
Ryan inserted. “You think we’ve always had it easy in our life?
Hell, we don’t have it easy now. I’m an African-American werewolf.
My mate is a Caucasian human male. If you think you’ve had it bad,
try living in our shoes for a while. I don’t let it get me down,
and we don’t let people’s opinions about us keep us from enjoying
life to the fullest. Neither should you let this temporary
financial setback keep you from doing the same.”

By the time they finished lecturing her, Izzy
felt lower than a worm’s belly. “You’re right.” She glanced back
and forth at the two of them, her best friends in the world. “What
should I do?”

“The first thing you’re going to do is take a
vacation, for a whole week, beginning tomorrow,” Luke ordered
sternly.

“But—”

“No buts!” Luke said.

“We’ve already purchased the plane tickets.
The whole trip is paid for. You leave tomorrow, and you’ll have
fun, even if it kills you. When you return, you better be fully
rested,” Ryan finished.

“I can’t just up and leave with no warning.
I’ll lose my jobs,” she protested.

“No, you won’t. As of today, you’re
officially on sick leave, doctor’s orders. In the morning, I’ll
call both places and explain that you caught some type of bug. When
you return, Ryan will write you a doctor’s excuse, so that even if
they’re suspicious, there’s nothing they can do,” Luke said.

Both men stared hard at her until Izzy heard
herself saying, “All right. I’ll go.”

“And you’ll have fun,” Luke reiterated.

Izzy nodded.

“Say it,” Ryan demanded.

“I’ll go and have fun, even if it kills me,”
she reluctantly capitulated.

 







 Chapter Two

 

At the airport the next morning, Izzy got all
the way to the boarding gate before she balked. “Guys, I appreciate
the thought, but I can’t do this.”

Izzy pivoted on one foot and headed as fast
as she could in the other direction. Unfortunately, she couldn’t
out run the werewolf.

“Oh yes, you can,” Ryan stated as he lifted
her by the waist and carted her back to where Luke waited. “Think
about it—sun, surf, and sand.”

“Not to mention, free room service, cabana
boys, and umbrella drinks,” Luke added.

“I don’t have a passport. What if the plane
has to make an emergency landing in another country? I’ll be
stuck,” Izzy protested while tugging on Ryan’s arm, trying to get
him to release her.

“I completed the application for you. It came
back last week and is in your purse,” Luke responded.

“But…I’ll be by myself,” she whined.
“Vacations are meant to be shared.” Truthfully, Izzy was a little
frightened by the idea of traveling so far on her own. This would
be a new experience for her. She needed time to adjust to the idea
and plan for every contingency. Time she didn’t have. 

“Already taken care of,” Ryan told her.

Izzy’s mouth fell open. “What’s that
supposed to mean?” Had the crazy werewolf arranged with the resort
for her to have a gigolo? Were they still called that or was male
escort the correct terminology?
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