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JULIE BARNES WAS DOWN on her luck. Once again, her faith in her fellow humans let her down, and she is in a mess because of it. 

When she sees Tobias in the rehabilitation class she has been forced to take by her employer, the first thing she notices is his strength of character and how protective he appears to be. He seems so different from all the men she has known before.

He comes to her rescue one night as her world suddenly crumbles. As if it wasn’t enough that her roommate was on drugs and trying to steal money from her, her car is repossessed as well. Later that night, her home is burned to the ground by her roommate’s dealer. She finds herself living not only with Tobias, but with the three members of his squad, too. 

Tobias and his squad are contractors for the government and are sent on missions all over the world. After Julie has been with the men a short time, they leave on a for a job out of the country. Only three men out of the four return. While those three are off rescuing the fourth, Julie is kidnapped by her roommate’s drug dealer, who wants to sell her to the highest bidder to pay her roommate’s debts. 

Rescuing Their Love 

Heroes of the Heart Book One

Prologue (two weeks ago)

Tobias Shelton and his team stealthily surrounded the building where the girl they were trying to rescue was being held. He was crouched in position, waiting for the order to go in. 

After retiring from the armed services, he found, like several of his friends, that civilian life was unfilling and lacking in several ways. They wanted more. When his best friend Dalton Conners suggested that they join with other former military officers and do what they were best at, supporting their government by taking the assignments that others couldn’t, things that weren’t spoken about in any forum. 

The command came over the radio and his body tensed. This was it. He was mentally and physically ready. Then heard the gunshot and Dalton was screaming, “Abort” over the comms. Something had gone wrong. 

The next thing he knew, he woke in the hospital after surgery to remove a bullet from his knee and suffering a concussion from the blow to his head that took him down. From what the doctors had told him, he was lucky he hadn’t lost his leg.

That wouldn’t keep him down, though. After he was released from the hospital, he was ready to return to the team. Then Dalton made him take the same evaluation the new hires went through and he failed. 

This was a bunch of bullshit!
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Chapter One
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Tobias couldn’t believe that his Commanding Officer and best friend, Dalton Conners, had refused to let him return to the squad until he went through this rehabilitation crap. He was fine. The bullet hadn’t done much damage, just torn some muscles, and a couple of tendons, and chipped a bone. You didn’t even notice the limp if he wasn’t walking. He was not delusional, no matter what Dalton thought.

As the class gathered, Tobias noticed that there was an even mixture of men and women, most younger than he was. Great. It looked like he was going to be the oldest in the group. He’d been in top physical shape for a man of his age. At fifty-two years of age, he could outrun men half his age. Or he could before the last mission he’d gone on went sideways. 

Two weeks. He only had to do this three days a week for two weeks, six days, five after today. He could do this.

The class started out with a few exercises, nothing too hard, a warmup. Then the real action started. After the first fifteen minutes of vigorous exercise, his leg was burning, but it felt good to be using it. Twenty minutes later he was dripping with sweat and cussing the teacher who at this point seemed to be part demon and part perky blonde. She let the class take a five-minute break and most dropped to the floor, groping for their water bottles. 

Tobias grabbed his water from his gym bag and went to stand against the wall, afraid to sit on the floor. He’d never get up. One of the younger men walked over to him. “Tough, huh?” he said.

Tobias merely grunted and nodded to the man, who took the hint and walked away.

A couple more people tried to talk to him, and finally, the torture started again. Forty-five minutes and two more breaks later, the class was over, and Tobias wondered if he wouldn’t have been better off with the one-on-one class. He had committed to this now and wasn’t a quitter. After all, it was only five more classes. Ten hours, he reminded himself.

Since he was a member of the gym where the classes were held, he had full rights, and while the other students filed out; he went to shower. He debated spending some time in the pool and sauna, but decided he would do that next time. He’d had enough torture for one day.

He kept the same routine for the next couple of classes. He grunted and smiled when someone spoke to him, but other than that, he minded his own business. 

After his third class, one of the younger women in the class came up to him during the break. “Hey, I’m Julie, I... will ...? I don’t do this, but I was wondering if maybe after class one day you’d like to go for a coffee or something?”

“My schedule is pretty booked up right now, sweetheart. Maybe another time.” When he saw the disappointed look on her face, he had second thoughts, but this was for the best. There was no way she would be interested in the things he liked. 

He liked control in all things. He wanted a woman he could take care of. Someone who would let him make the decisions. A woman strong enough to let him take over.

He had been watching her during the classes. She was a cute little thing. She barely came up to his shoulders and would fit in his arms just right. Pervert that he was, he made sure he was in the back of the class where he could watch that little ass bounce around. She had to be a good twenty years younger than him. He had been off killing men, fighting for his country while she was still in diapers.

He had to admit she was his type, and that ass, what he could do with it. But he was old enough to be her father. It wasn’t right. Turning her down as nicely as he could, he still felt like a jerk.

After showering, he packed his bag and headed out to his truck. “No, George, I don’t want to go with you. I said no,” he heard someone yelling as he walked through the parking lot. “Let me go. I don’t want to go with you and discuss it,” a female voice yelled. He could tell the voice was in distress and this was more than the usual fight.

He looked around the parking lot and saw a man and a woman struggling between a couple of parked cars. Dropping his gym bag, he ran over to see what was going on.

“George, I told you I didn’t want anything more to do with you,” the woman screeched. 

Tobias heard a slap and saw the girl fall as he ran up. He grabbed the man by the back of his neck. “What the hell do you think you are doing?” he yelled, pulling the man away from her when he saw him stomping on her ribs.

It was the girl from his class, Julie. She was lying on the ground curled in a fetal position and it looked like the man had already kicked her once and was ready to do it again.

Holding the man by the collar of his shirt, Tobias pulled him away from Julie and threw him back behind him. Tobias was about a foot taller than the jerk and had at least seventy-five pounds on him. 

Not bothering with the man, Tobias squatted down to check on Julie. As he was reaching for her he heard, “Leave her alone, you fucker,” and suddenly George had jumped on his back, almost knocking him over onto the prone girl.

Tobias turned to stand to his full six-foot-seven-inch height and punched the man right in the face. He had to give it to the jerk. He wasn’t giving up. The guy was scruffy-looking, dirty, and greasy, not someone a pretty little thing like Julie should be messing with. 

Tobias ducked just as the asshat threw a punch and it grazed him on the jaw. He’d about had it with this scum and the next punch Tobias threw knocked the idiot out.

Leaving him bleeding on the ground, he turned back to Julie, kneeling down between the cars to see how hurt she was. She was still curled in the fetal position, mumbling, “Please no more, please,” and crying. 

Tobias talked softly to her, trying to calm her. “Shh, shh. Julie, it’s Tobias from the class. I’ve got you now. He won’t hurt you anymore.” He reached and pulled her up into his arms, wanting to get her out from between the cars so he could see how badly she was hurt. 

A crowd was starting to form. Someone had called the authorities. He could hear the sirens in the distance. He looked around for the scumbag, but he was nowhere in sight. One of the men in the crowd said, “If you’re looking for the man that was attacking her, Jonathan has him over in the security car. We called the cops and they should be here shortly. Do you need anything before they get here?”

“No, thanks, I just want to get Julie somewhere. I can check her out and see what she needs until the paramedics get here.” Tobias had been the team medic when he was in the service and could deal with pretty much anything. He knew how to handle a person who had been injured to prevent further harm when moving them and didn’t want anyone who wasn’t trained to touch the girl until he could check her out.

A path was cleared, and someone laid their jacket down for Tobias to put the girl on. She was still semiconscious, which Tobias considered a good thing. He quickly checked her over. Her face was bruised, so were her ribs, and she had a good-sized goose egg on her head. That appeared to be the worst of it. When she began to stir, someone handed Tobias a bottle of water and he helped Julie sit up and take a couple of small sips. He kept one arm around her, for support, he told himself; it had nothing to do with the fact that he wanted to be touching her.

The police arrived and took a belligerent George away. Julie refused to go to the hospital, and so did Tobias. The medics evaluated their wounds, noting that nothing was life-threatening, and recommended that they seek medical attention if they felt worse. The crowd dispersed and left Tobias standing with Julie.

“Do you have somewhere safe to go?” he asked her, slipping his arm around her and tucking her into his side.

“They will keep him in jail at least overnight, right?” she asked, chewing on her bottom lip like she was deciding how much to tell him.

“They should unless someone bails him out. Why don’t we go get that cup of coffee and we can talk?” Tobias knew there was more to her story, and he needed to hear it.

“I need to clean up first. I doubt anyplace would let us in looking like this,” she said, wincing as she tried to smile.

Tobias took a second to assess her, and himself and decided she was right. Her blouse was torn, both of her knees were scuffed, and she had a trickle of blood from her lip. He was sure he didn’t look much better. He looked around for his gym bag, found it and what he assumed was her bag, and grabbed both of them, hoping she had a change of clothes in her bag. 

Gently taking her by the hand, he led her back into the gym and to one of the family bathrooms. He wasn’t ready to let her out of his sight. “Here, we’ll go in here and clean up,” he said, holding the door for her.

Julie looked around, wondering if she was about to make another mistake. She had made so many in her life. Unable to find an excuse not to go with Tobias, she straightened her back and walked through the door. The room was a little larger than the average bathroom, with a walk-in shower, a toilet behind a partial wall, a couple of sinks, and a bench. 

Tobias followed her in and locked the door behind him. “I’m just locking it so that the In Use sign will show on the door and no one will walk in on us. You’re safe with me. I promise I won’t hurt you.”

Julie had heard that before, but nodded. No use antagonizing him. She watched him set both their bags on the bench. He opened his bag and started pulling things out. “Why don’t you shower first? I can wait outside the door if you would be more comfortable. I promise I won’t watch you.”

Julie didn’t want to be alone but wasn’t sure she would be safe. He looked trustworthy. She had been watching him during the classes and unlike some of the men she had known he didn’t follow every woman in the room with his eyes. She had seen him watching her a couple of times, which was how she built up the courage to ask him for coffee.

She walked over to the semi-enclosed toilet and noticed she could walk from it into the enclosed shower. The glass on the shower was frosted, and she felt she should be safe enough if he kept his promise and didn’t look.

Tobias was removing his shirt and already had towels and washcloths lying on the bench. When he saw her looking, he motioned toward the towels. “I didn’t know if you needed to use any of these. I have plenty. I’m going to wash up at the sink,” he said, turning and taking a towel and cloth from the pile, then walking to the sink. 

Julie stood for a minute, watching the muscles ripple across his back. Some of the guys in the class had removed their shirts, but he never had. He had a better body than most of the younger men in the class and a set of abs most men would die for. It was all Julie could do to keep from staring at him before he turned.

She had noticed he didn’t wear a wedding ring and no one ever met him after the class. She had followed him home one night and his was the only car in the drive. Once she knew where he lived, she had driven by his house at various times. She had never seen anyone besides him there except for once, when several guys had come out with him one night.

Yes, she knew it was stalker behavior, but she had to be careful. She had made so many bad decisions and made so many mistakes. She couldn’t afford to make those mistakes again. That was why she was in the situation she was in.

Tobias was washing at the sink and not paying any attention to her, so she quickly grabbed her bag and a towel from the bench. Ducking into the toilet part of the room, she reached into the shower, starting the water to warm. She stripped off her clothes as fast as she could. Looking around the wall and seeing he was washing at the sink, she darted into the hot shower, doing what she needed to do as fast as she could. She was in and out in less than five minutes.

She had a spare set of clothes in her bag and dried and dressed as fast as possible. When she walked out, she was still drying her long golden blonde hair. Tobias still had his shirt off and was looking in the mirror at his face, where George had managed to hit him. 

Julie felt sorry he had gotten hurt because of her. She couldn’t just stand there. She walked over and laid one hand on his bare shoulder. “Here, let me see,” she said. 

* * * *

[image: ]


TOBIAS TRIED NOT TO watch the girl in the shower. The way the room was set up, the shower was in direct view of the mirror he was using and he could see her silhouette very clearly. The glass was frosted, so he couldn’t see everything, but he could see enough.

She must have set a speed record for showering and dressing. He was still checking out the bruise on his face when she came out, fully dressed except for her shoes. He was surprised when she put one of her hands on his shoulder and turned to look at her.

“I’m sorry you got hurt because of me,” she said softly, taking his chin in her hand and tilting it down so she could see better. 

He turned his body toward hers and looked down at her. She was so small compared to him and skinny. She didn’t have an ounce of fat on her. She needed feeding. If he got the chance, he would see to that. She brought out all the nurturing instincts in him. Again he wondered if she could be what he and the others were looking for.

“I’ve had lots worse, sweetheart. I want you to have a seat on that bench so I can check out your knees. Did you wash them well in the shower? I need to make sure you don’t have anything like gravel or dirt embedded in them. I have some ointment and bandages in my bag.”

He led her over to the bench and sat her down. He pulled his bag down beside him so he could get what he needed and rested one of her delicate feet on his leg where he could see her knee. “This might sting a bit, but it has to be done,” he told her, grasping her knee firmly. He probed it as gently as he could, watching the tears run down her face when he had to dig out a particularly deep piece of gravel from beneath the skin where it had lodged. He was proud of her. She didn’t make a sound the entire time he cleaned and probed both knees, though he could tell by her involuntary jerk a couple of times that he hurt her.

“Such a good girl you’ve been,” he praised her, wishing he had something to give her. Then he remembered the small stash of teddy bears he kept in his truck. Perfect. 

When he had both knees cleaned and bandaged, he grabbed her socks and shoes, dressing her like he had the right to. “There, all done,” he announced and patted her thigh.
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