
  
    [image: Herc]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Abby Knox

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is coincidental.

      Edited by Aquila Editing

      Cover Designer: Cover Girl Designs

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Abby Knox

	    

      
	    
          
	      Beta Beta Psi

          
        
          
	          Big Bad Love

          
        
          
	          Big Bad Girl

          
        
          
	          Big Bad Tease

          
        
          
	          Herc

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Big Easy Shifters

          
        
          
	          Taking the Belle

          
        
          
	          Having His Cake

          
        
          
	          Chasing The Night

          
        
          
	          Running With the Pack

          
        
          
	          Her Big Shifter

          
        
          
	          Big Easy Shifters: Series Bundle

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Crow Bar Brute Squad

          
        
          
	          Party Foul

          
        
          
	          Dirty Martini

          
        
          
	          Whiskey Sour

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Greenbridge Academy

          
        
          
	          Swim Coach

          
        
          
	          Grumpy Dad

          
        
          
	          Benefactor

          
        
          
	          Headmistress

          
        
          
	          Queen Bee

          
        
          
	          Bake Sale Queen

          
        
          
	          Greenbridge Academy: The Complete Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Homemade Heat

          
        
          
	          Judge Me

          
        
          
	          Cake Walk

          
        
          
	          Hand Tossed

          
        
          
	          Chef's Kiss

          
        
          
	          Bite Me

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Love Games

          
        
          
	          Love Games

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Naughty Yachties

          
        
          
	          Shipped

          
        
          
	          Secret Baby on Board

          
        
          
	          Wrecked

          
        
          
	          Decked

          
        
          
	          Roped

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Reckless Royals

          
        
          
	          Reckless in Ruins

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Reckless Royals

          
        
          
	          Favored Prince

          
        
          
	          Bad Prince

          
        
          
	          Wild Prince

          
        
          
	          Forgotten Prince

          
        
          
	          Stolen Crown

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Roadside Attractions

          
        
          
	          Roadside Attraction

          
        
          
	          Claiming Fate

          
        
          
	          Falling Into Fate

          
        
          
	          Fate's Dark Shadows

          
        
          
	          Rode Hard

          
        
          
	          Crash Into Me

          
        
          
	          Snowed Under

          
        
          
	          Wish List

          
        
          
	          Fate's Holi-Date

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Small Town Bachelor Romance

          
        
          
	          Take Me Home

          
        
          
	          Game Face

          
        
          
	          Written in the Stars

          
        
          
	          Walk With Me

          
        
          
	          Stay The Night

          
        
          
	          Come And Get It

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Small Town Gossip

          
        
          
	          Do That To Me

          
        
          
	          Say That To Me

          
        
          
	          Love That For Me

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Cowboy Auction of Darling Creek

          
        
          
	          The Cowgirl's Bid

          
        
          
	          Winning the Cowboy

          
        
          
	          Her Forbidden Prize

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Mail-Order Brides of Darling Creek

          
        
          
	          A Baby for the Bride

          
        
          
	          A Week to Wed

          
        
          
	          Her Guardian Groom

          
        
          
	          The Mail-Order Brides of Darling Creek

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wood Brothers

          
        
          
	          Nailed

          
        
          
	          Screwed

          
        
          
	          Drilled

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Christmas Pickup

          
        
          
	          Shacking Up

          
        
          
	          Marrying Up

          
        
          
	          Butter Queen

          
        
          
	          Honeymoon Hideout

          
        
          
	          Accidentally Inn Love

          
        
          
	          Babymoon

          
        
          
	          Elf-Napped

          
        
          
	          Her Devil Next Door

          
        
          
	          Comfort and Joy

          
        
          
	          Her Hi-Fi Hunk

          
        
          
	          Saved For Me

          
        
          
	          His Vinyl Vixen

          
        
          
	          Hot Off the Press

          
        
          
	          Pumpkin King

          
        
          
	          Some Basic Witch

          
        
          
	          The Halloween Bet

          
        
          
	          Witch, Please

          
        
          
	          Doing Him Good

          
        
          
	          Matched For Me

          
        
          
	          Made for Marriage

          
        
          
	          Maid for the Billionaire

          
        
          
	          Fencing Her In

          
        
          
	          Midsummer Fling

          
        
          
	          The Bodyguard and His Bunny

          
        
          
	          Halloween Flip

          
        
          
	          Monster in my Closet

          
        
          
	          A Little Amusement

          
        
          
	          Bagged By The Elf

          
        
          
	          Notes From Her Neighbor

          
        
          
	          Doctor Dave

          
        
          
	          Not The Rebound Guy

          
        
          
	          The Cowboy Auction of Darling Creek

          
        
          
	          Small Town Gossip

          
        
          
	          V-Card Vacation

          
        
          
	          Followed by the CEO

          
        
          
	          Filthy Chef

          
        
          
	          Off Season Stud: A Great Lakes Romance

          
        
          
	          Wood Family Christmas

          
        
          
	          Essentially Autumn

          
        
          
	          Are You For Reel

          
        
          
	          Fighting for Dylan

          
        
          
	          Hail Mary

          
        
          
	          Her Devil Next Door

          
        
          
	          Wishes, Snow, and Mistletoe

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Abby Knox’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HELLO FROM ABBY!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thanks for picking up my book! If you want to check out more of my titles and get some free stuff, please visit my author page at www.authorabbyknox.com.
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      Meghan

      Almost everyone I knew from my days in the Beta Beta Psi sorority has moved on. Marriage, careers, family. Me? I’m sitting in my fancy house, surrounded by everything I could ever ask for. But I can’t have the one and only thing I truly want. Him. Herc left after one scary night when he thought he’d hurt me. I’m functioning without him, if you call moping and isolating myself from the world functional. But now I’m faced with a reunion of all my friends, meant to celebrate Cass’s pregnancy and to jolt me out of my funk. But how can I face all of them when I can barely breathe?

      

      Herc

      Every day I see her lake house and remember that night. I’ve spent the past year punishing myself over it. Still, life isn’t all grim. I’ve managed to avoid seeing Meghan while rebuilding my relationship with my dad, the ex-con. However, I can no longer avoid seeing her when my old college friends show up for a reunion without inviting me. All the memories of our time together have come back to haunt me. She looks good. Too good for the likes of me. But there’s no one else who can do for her the things I can do. The only problem is … do I want to risk hurting her again?

      

      CW: This second-chance romance novella deals with kinks including consensual non-consent role play (SA fantasies), primal play, and knife play.
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      Meghan

      

      I let my finger slowly scroll up and down the last text Herc sent.

      

      Herc: We can’t be friends. This is not college anymore, and it’s not friendship that I want from you.

      

      That was about a year ago, and I’ve never responded.

      So why don’t I delete the conversation from my messages? 

      “Your eggs are getting cold, dear.”

      Food snaps me out of my momentary pain. 

      I smile at Mama, watching me expectantly across the marble breakfast island. She’s so proud of herself when she cooks. She only cooks here, at the lake house. Back home in Raleigh, we have a chef on staff.

      Tasting the poached eggs, I make an appreciative noise. “Yum.”

      “I taught myself how to do it on YouTube!” Mama exclaims.

      The eggs are good. As is the pomegranate juice she poured and the toast she smothered in butter she picked up at the grocery store on our way to the cabin. This is how we do the “great outdoors” in our family.

      “I love roughing it with you, Mama.”

      She grins and congratulates herself on a job well done. I chuckle, amused at how animated she is when she learns something new.

      Typically we go to breakfast at our favorite brunch place in nearby Chimney Rock when we’re together for mom-and-daughter time at the cabin.

      “I wanted to make an effort. My little girl is so mopey. I was hoping for a good old-fashioned bitch session like we used to.”

      Oh yes, Lilith’s and my favorite pastime.

      But I haven’t felt like that version of myself for a while now. The fire and sass are gone. 

      Eyeing me, Mama sets her teacup inside the china saucer. “How long has it been? Since your sorority sisters have all been together?”

      I have to think about it because the last year has been a blur. Not a fast blur. A slow, grinding, pointless blur with no end in sight. It hits me, and I swallow the lump in my throat. “Since our trip after graduation.”

      Mom brightens. “Yellowstone! I remember that. The first and last time my baby ever slept in a tent,” she says with a wink.

      The trip had been Mila’s idea since she’d never been out west. The tent camping portion was Titus’s idea, for god knows what reason. 

      The things Herc and I did inside that flimsy canvas cocoon scared the bears away, I’m sure of it. 

      That trip marked the first time I asked Herc to chase me. He said it went against his desire to care for and protect me.

       But once he understood, once he tried it—sneaking up on me in the woods, snatching me away, and holding me down while I pretended to resist—he took to it like magic.

      And a kink was born. 

      Sweet Herc was a wonderful boyfriend. He was always there for me. In bed, he was tender, slow-moving, and attentive. And I loved that.

      But it didn’t make me feel connected as taking it rough and hard. Taking risks with the man I love sets my soul on fire.

      I’m not known as a patient person, but Herc compelled me to find my patience and grace. For him. Only for him. How he fumbled, apologized, and persevered was adorable. The first time we had sex, back in college, the way he finally gave in and let me help him with the condom was sweet and vulnerable. And finally, he was so endearingly honest about his understanding of women’s bodies that he asked me to help him find my clit. How many men would do that instead of assuming they were naturally the Michael Phelps of pussy, just diving in and barreling forward? 

      All of those details would be such sweet memories if Herc and I were able to be together. But it is what it is. 

      “You don’t look like a girl who’s excited to see her friends reunited,” Mama says, squeezing lemon into her tea.

      I sip my coffee, heavily doctored with cream flavored like my favorite Girl Scout cookies. Today I’m going to need all the sugar to feed my feelings.

      “I will be excited,” I counter. “Once they arrive. I’ve just gotten so used to being the villain that I’m still shocked they’ve decided to come to see me.”

      Life has trained me to be a villain. Ever since Greenbridge Academy prep school, where I ran around with other students who were even more priveleged than our family. The Rushmores, for one. Eastburn wealth can’t even compare to Rushmore family wealth.

      Mama clucks her tongue. “Villain. Please tell me you’re not still beating yourself up for the way you broke up with the son of that handsome basketball player.”

      I smirk at how my mother refers to everyone according to what she knows about their parents. Herc and Cass are the kids of that basketball player. If Mama’s well into her cups, then they’re the “progeny of the ex-convict former NBA forward-slash-entrepreneur,” when it would be easier just to say his name.

      Dex Treadway. Everyone knows that name.

      “He’s out, you know,” Mama points out, sipping her tea. “Has been for a while now. Prison hasn’t changed his looks one bit. Or so I’ve heard. I…I think I saw him on the news.”

      She rubs her neck and blinks while I hide my frown behind my coffee mug. “I know he’s out.”

      And I also know what Mama’s poking at. The official reason behind the breakup has now resolved itself, and perhaps there’s a chance to rekindle our relationship. In her mind, all Herc and I have to do is reach out, and everything will be grand again.

      Dex is out of prison, so all our relationship drama is behind us, right?

      Mama wants her once-happy daughter back. I empathize; she doesn’t know what to do with the sullen shadow that is me who skulks around the house.

      Thank god Mama’s not one of those parents who rants about what I plan to do with my life now that I have my art history degree. Fuck if I know. I can barely get out of bed in the morning.

      If Mama only knew the real reason Herc and I broke up, she’d likely prefer me to be single and miserable. I’m pretty sure this lady has only ever had very respectful, tidy, and efficient missionary sex.

      “I hope it’s not too awkward. Will Herc be there?” Mama queries, blinking again, watching me as she sips her tea.

      Oh boy. I’d much rather talk about who on the lake is cheating on whom and who had their building permit blocked by the historical society.

      This breakfast with Mama is a foretaste of what’s coming today. Lots of people, lots of laughter, with one person missing. One tall, sickeningly hot former college defensive tackle. Herc won’t be with us, and people will have questions.

      I have my answer prepared, and I try it out on Mama.

      “Yes, Dex is out of prison. I’m so happy for his family. I hope Herc and his dad have spent some time reconnecting. It’s been a rough five years.”

      Mama arcs an eyebrow. She doesn’t have to say anything. I know she’s not buying it. Shoot. Better work on putting some real emotion behind it.

      And then she slays me with, “I would counter that the last year has been excruciating for the both of you.”

      That comment is a jab to the stomach because it’s true.

      When Herc and I were together, we were incessantly joined at the hip. And, ahem, other body parts. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. We explored new territories for the both of us. He’d discovered things about himself that excited him at first, then scared him. We were young and inexperienced, and I partially blame myself for not researching more. More careful.

      I thought we could handle our kinks. We went all in, deeper and deeper. I thought our love and trust were enough to keep us together.

      Once we went down that path, we became each other’s addiction.

      It was so easy to do. During summer and college breaks, we had the lake house to ourselves. Or, if Mom was entertaining someone at the lake, we’d go to my childhood home in Raleigh. Two sprawling places for us to play in. The time alone was too much fun, and maybe too much freedom for us.

      My insides tighten at the memories. My cup trembles when I remember our role-play, and how good Herc was at it. He was raw, set free by the unlocking of powerful emotions that he’d had bottled up. And afterward, he was tender and vulnerable when we tended to each other. He was wonderful.

      He is still wonderful. 

      Our breakup had nothing to do with the timing or Herc’s dad being in prison. I’m the reason we’re not together. I let it go too far, and spooked my boyfriend in the process.

      Herc said he couldn’t be with me because he feared hurting me. He said I brought out something too dark in him. 

      I’d insisted that we could work through it. But he’d said, “A healthy relationship shouldn’t scare me. You scare me, Meghan.”

      That had pained me deeply. Scary territory isn’t just a thrill for me. It’s not just an adrenaline rush. It’s deep, deep trust and connection.

      But I’d understood why he felt spooked. He needed space. His leaving gouged me to my soul, but I wasn’t going to throw myself at him. He put up a boundary, and I had to respect that.

      I respected him so much that we’d come up with a phony reason that we weren’t together anymore. We told everyone that I’d broken up with him because he’d wanted to wait to marry until his dad was out of prison, and I didn’t want to wait.
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