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      “I miss our house.” Sighing, Piper nestled her head against Lennox’s shoulder and curled one arm around his chest. “Are you sure it’s too dangerous to go back?”

      She’d been asking that same question for weeks now. Lennox was getting tired of answering it, but of all the people he’d extended his protection to over the years, Piper was one of the few he had a soft spot for. She’d turned twenty a few months ago, and despite the hard life she’d lived, her youth and innocence had been preserved. Well, maybe not the innocence – even as she voiced the question, her hand was drifting seductively toward Lennox’s waistband.

      “It’s too dangerous to go back,” he confirmed. Then he chuckled and intercepted her hand before it could slide inside his pants. “And what you’re doing is equally dangerous, love.”

      Her laughter warmed his ear. “Aw, come on, Lennox. How long are you going to hold out on me?”

      Hmmm. Probably until he could look at her without seeing the bedraggled sixteen-year-old who’d shown up at his doorstep four years ago. He’d been twenty-three, and lusting over a teenager hadn’t felt right. Sure, Piper had grown up since then, but it was still hard for him to reconcile the skinny kid he’d taken under his wing with the gorgeous woman she’d become.

      Which was ironic, because he had no problems lusting over his best friend, and he’d known her since they were both in diapers.

      As if on cue, a blond head across the room swiveled in his direction, and the object of his thoughts flashed him a mischievous wink. It was as if Jamie always knew when he was thinking about her, and he had the same sixth sense about her. Growing up together had created a bond between them. They knew each other inside and out.

      Though in a moment, another man would hold claim to the inside her part.

      He’d known it was bound to happen after he and Jamie moved to Connor Mackenzie’s camp. In a world filled with danger and uncertainty, it was important to form alliances, and Connor was a valuable ally to have. Lennox was damn grateful for the man’s assistance.

      Connor’s right-hand man, on the other hand… Lennox liked the guy, he really did, but Rylan’s flirtation with Jamie was starting to wear on his nerves.

      It was Rylan who was sprawled on his back right now, his chest bare as Jamie’s fully clothed body straddled his on the frayed couch. He reached up to cup Jamie’s breasts through her shirt, summoning a moan from her rosebud lips. Even though her blue eyes went hazy with pleasure, they stayed locked with Lennox’s.

      If any other woman were looking at him like that, all heavy-lidded and visibly turned on, Lennox would have sprinted over there and joined the party. But he knew Jamie wasn’t sending an invitation. She simply got off on being watched.

      Watching was all he was capable of doing anyway. Jamie had been his best friend for more than twenty years. She was the only person in this fucked-up world who he trusted implicitly, who he could confide in and count on. After everything they’d been through, their friendship was rooted in feelings. Respect, admiration, affection… all those pesky emotions were too dangerous to bring into a sexual relationship. Sex was fun, but it was complicated as hell when feelings were involved.

      And these days, life was already complicated enough.

      For twenty-seven years, Lennox had lived and struggled in the free land, labeled an outlaw by the Global Council that ruled the Colonies with an iron fist. In order to prevent another war and ensure that the remaining natural resources weren’t squandered, the council was all about population control and enforcing rigid restrictions on its citizens. If you didn’t live in one of the four council-run cities and follow their rules, then you were considered a threat.

      Lennox had never been too good at following rules. Except one: keeping his hands off his best friend. He’d already suffered too much loss. His parents, his friends, and now, thanks to an ambush by the Enforcers, his house. Jamie was important to him – he’d be damned if he lost her too.

      He shifted his gaze from Jamie and Rylan, focusing instead on the back corner of the barn, which was stacked to the rafters with furniture and other random junk. The rest of the room had been cleared out and cleaned, the large space empty save for a couple of couches and an assortment of ratty old armchairs.

      It was a far cry from the setup at the old place. Lennox didn’t want to depress Piper by admitting it, but he missed their house too. It was hard to consider any place “home” in the free land, but that cozy split-level had come damn close. He and Jamie had stumbled upon it after Enforcers ran them out of their camp on the coast. They’d fixed it up, scrubbed it down, and turned it into a place where other outlaws could come and bask in the little freedom they had left. Booze, sex, conversation. Simple joys, really, but thanks to the war that had devastated the globe forty years before, joy was hard to come by these days.

      “I’m serious,” Piper insisted, and then her lips brushed the side of his neck. “The sexual tension is killing me.”

      Lennox chuckled again. “Xander and Kade are in the lodge,” he told her. “I’m sure they’d be happy to help you relieve some tension.”

      She sighed again, her fingers absently tracing the raven tattoo on his forearm. “You’re no fun, Lennox. You never want to entertain me.”

      He reached out and tweaked a strand of her brown hair. “I’m not here to entertain you, love. I’m here to take care of you.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s true.” Her voice softened. “And you’ve taken really good care of me, Len. I can never repay you for everything you’ve done.”

      “Seeing you happy and safe is the only repayment I’ve ever wanted,” he said gruffly.

      That got him another kiss – a loud smack on his cheek. “Ha, you’re such a softie. I don’t know why you bother acting like a badass all the time. Everyone can see right through you.”

      He could have corrected her, pointed out that he didn’t act like a badass – he was a badass. He’d killed. He’d stolen. He’d betrayed people he’d cared about. Because that was what it meant to be an outlaw – you did everything in your power to survive.

      Piper had never seen that side of him, the one that valued self-preservation above all else. He’d done his best to shield her from it, leaving her at home when he went out on supply runs, sending her away when he needed to put a bullet in someone’s head. He hoped to keep shielding her, but like with everything else in this world, he knew that was probably hoping for too much.

      “Anyway, since you insist on being mean to me, I’m going to track down Kade,” she added, hopping off the couch. “Night, Lennox.”

      “Night, love.”

      As she headed for the door, he fought the urge to go with her, reminding himself that she would be fine trekking through the camp in the dark. She was armed, and Connor and his men had secured the hell out of the wilderness resort. The huge property was hidden in the mountains, rigged with motion sensors and explosives, and monitored by security cameras, which trumped all other luxuries. If the generator was low on fuel, Connor ordered everything else to be powered down – lights, heat, anything would be sacrificed to keep the security system operational.

      Even so, it was hard for Lennox to accept that this place was truly safe. The Enforcers who policed the cities and searched the Colonies for outlaws were an ever-present threat, and one he never underestimated. Even when he was balls deep in a beautiful woman, he was still painfully aware that an Enforcer bullet could strike the back of his head at any moment. He just hoped those bastards had the decency to let him climax before they pulled the trigger.

      “Rylan,” Connor called from the door. A second later, the camp leader strode into the barn with a scowl on his face.

      Without missing a beat, Rylan untangled himself from Jamie, his scuffed boots hitting the barn floor as he rose to his full height.

      Lennox was impressed by the way Connor’s men obeyed him on instinct. The man was a natural-born leader and protector, even if he was a prickly asshole a lot of the time. Lennox knew that if anything ever happened to him, Con would protect Jamie and the girls, no questions asked.

      As Jamie’s companion abandoned her for his leader, Lennox saw a slight pout form on Jamie’s lips, but she didn’t voice a complaint. Con and his woman had been away from camp since dawn, and everyone had been on edge awaiting their return. The two of them had gone to see Reese, the leader of a small town several hours east, with whom both Connor and Lennox had a reluctant alliance.

      Reese was unpredictable on good days and downright vindictive on bad ones, so Lennox never knew what to expect when he paid a visit to her self-proclaimed kingdom.

      “I need you,” Connor barked at Rylan. Then he glanced Lennox’s way. “You too, if you’ve got the time.”

      Lennox rolled his eyes. “What else do I have going on?” He’d been bored to tears since he and the women joined up with Connor’s group.

      Before, they’d been surrounded by people. Nomads who stayed at the house for a while before traveling on, strangers who needed a bed for the night, friends from other outlaw communities in West Colony.

      Here, Connor discouraged visitors. He wasn’t keen on letting anyone leave the camp either, unless it was for a meeting with one of their allies, or a supply run. But they’d stocked up on enough shit to last them through the winter, so as far as Connor was concerned, there was no reason to step foot outside camp.

      Lennox, on the other hand, was itching for action. And sex. Christ, he needed a good lay. With Piper and Jamie off-limits, Layla was the only available woman at the camp, and though he’d screwed around with her several times already, he enjoyed a little variety in his life. He’d been tempted to finagle his way into Connor and Hudson’s bed, but the couple didn’t seem inclined to include anyone but Rylan in their bedroom activities.

      Fuckin’ Rylan. The man got to screw the delectable Hudson and the woman Lennox had fantasized about for years. Some guys were just born lucky.

      As he stood up, Jamie marched in his direction. Her pale blond hair fell over one shoulder, hovering right above her cleavage. She had fantastic tits – which she never failed to remind him of, probably because he’d spent a good portion of their adolescence ragging her about her flat chest. She’d had the last laugh, of course, transforming from a scrawny girl to a curvy, sexy-as-sin woman right before his eyes.

      Truthfully he would’ve screwed her back then, flat chest and all. Jamie had been his first crush. He sure as hell hadn’t been hers, though. She’d had all the boys in their camp panting over her, and she’d known just how to keep them wrapped around her little finger.

      “I want to come to this meeting,” she announced.

      Lennox smirked. “You weren’t invited.”

      “Screw that. We’re a team. I go where you go.”

      “Things are different now, love. You and I don’t run things anymore. Connor does.”

      Her blue eyes flashed. “Screw that,” she repeated.

      “You’re just pissed because you didn’t get to sit on Rylan’s dick.” He chuckled.

      That got him a hard slap on the arm. “I don’t care about Rylan’s dick right now. I just don’t want to be kept out of the decision-making process. Blind obedience isn’t my thing, Len.”

      She was right – she’d always had a mind of her own, and that was one of Lennox’s favorite things about her. The woman was outspoken, smart, and stubborn as fuck.

      “It’s not mine either,” he admitted. “But we’re playing by a new set of rules. Connor took us in, and now we’ve gotta do what he says.” He tipped his head. “Unless you want to take off on our own? Because I’ll do it, if that’s what you think we should do.”

      She went quiet for a beat. He could see her shrewd brain working. Then she raked one delicate hand through her hair and sighed. “Not this close to winter. If we want to find a new place, we’re better off waiting till spring.”

      He nodded. “Agreed. But that means we defer to Con until then. Ergo, you need to go to your cabin while I find out what he has to say.”

      “I hate it when you ergo me.”

      A grin sprang to his lips. “Bullshit. You love everything about me.”

      She responded with a grudging smile of her own. “Yeah. I do.” Then she reached around him and smacked him on the ass. “You better hustle, babe. Don’t want to keep our mighty leader waiting.”

      Lennox was still grinning to himself as he left the barn. Darkness instantly enveloped him, the smell of pine and earth filling his nostrils. The camp was too damn rustic for his liking, but hey, at least the cabins were clean and cozy, the security was top-notch… and Jamie was here.

      She was really the only thing that mattered, if he was being honest. He could be living in a volcano, inhaling ash and bathing in hot lava, and he’d be perfectly content with it as long as Jamie was by his side.
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      Lennox tracked down Connor and Rylan to the front porch of Connor’s cabin, which was situated less than a hundred yards from the main lodge of the abandoned resort. One lit candle sat on the ledge of the porch, casting the occasional flicker of light over the shadowy backdrop of the mountains beyond the trees. Lennox had never liked the mountains. He preferred the coast, the salty scent of the ocean and the warm sand beneath his toes, but his days of living near the shore were long gone.

      The earthquakes that ravaged the globe after the war had left most of the coastal cities underwater. The ones still standing were in shambles and inhospitable, though according to Connor’s woman, the Global Council was apparently in the process of forming a new colony on the west coast.

      Speaking of Con’s woman, Hudson was perched on the edge of Connor’s chair, her long blond hair falling over one slender shoulder.

      Shit. Jamie wasn’t going to be pleased when she heard that Hudson was allowed at the meeting while she’d been excluded, but Lennox wasn’t surprised to see Hudson there. Connor didn’t let her out of his sight if he could help it.

      Hudson surprised him by hopping to her feet once Lennox reached the steps. “I’ll leave you boys to it.” She planted a kiss on Connor’s lips before straightening up. “I’m going to see what Jamie is up to.”

      As she sauntered off, Lennox couldn’t help checking out her tight ass, which earned him a low growl from Connor.

      He turned back, blinking innocently. “Your woman’s hot, Mackenzie. Men are gonna look.”

      Rylan grinned. “And some men are gonna touch.” He jerked a proud thumb at his own chest, triggering a snort from Connor.

      “Keep bragging and your touching days will be over.”

      Rylan mimicked Lennox. “Your woman’s hot, brother. Men are gonna brag.”

      Connor rolled his eyes before turning his attention to the figures that came up beside Lennox.

      “Hey,” Xander greeted the group. He clapped Lennox on the arm, then climbed the steps and hopped onto the railing. Lennox had known the bearded outlaw for years, long before Connor and his boys had moved to the area, and it still surprised him to see Xander among the group. He had no idea how Con had managed to convince the nomad to settle in one place.

      Kade walked up next, nodding at Lennox as he leaned against the railing next to Xander.

      Pike was last, propping his hip against the door, his surly gaze focused on Connor. “What does she want?”

      As usual, Pike got right to the point. The man never minced words.

      Connor ran a hand over the dark stubble lining his jaw. “You.”

      In a rare occurrence, Pike reacted like a normal person instead of the emotionless robot Lennox had grown accustomed to. The man’s eyebrows shot up, his mouth twisting in a frown. “Me?”

      “And him.”

      Connor nodded toward Rylan, who reacted like the sex-crazed fucker he was.

      “Hell yeah. She wants us to service her? Sign me up.” Playful blue eyes shifted to Pike. “I don’t mind sharing, but if you want to sit this one out, I won’t cry myself to sleep about it.”

      Lennox snickered. It was no secret that Rylan had been trying to get into Reese’s pants for a while now, but the woman was a total ballbuster and wanted nothing to do with the blond outlaw. Lennox wasn’t sure why, considering that Reese had no problem fucking everyone else, himself included.

      “She doesn’t want your dicks.” Connor looked unusually cheerful as he shot down Rylan’s hopes. “She wants your fists.”

      Pike’s frown deepened.

      “Foxworth’s having some trouble protecting itself,” Connor explained. “Two ambushes in the last three months.”

      “Enforcers?” Xander said sharply.

      Connor nodded. “One run-in with an Enforcer unit, and then a bandit attack not long after.”

      All the men sneered. Bandits were the lowest form of life in the Colonies. They were men without morals. They roamed the free land, robbing, raping, and generally posing a nuisance to the outlaws who were trying to make a life for themselves in this shitty world.

      Lennox hesitated for a beat before speaking up. He still wasn’t sure how much to confide in the group – all the secrets he knew would take years to divulge – but now that he was living at their camp, he didn’t feel right withholding certain pieces of information.

      “Reese has deals in place with the Enforcers, Con. She bribes them and they stay away. Why would they attack her town all of a sudden?”

      Connor didn’t look surprised by the intel. “I guess those alliances are on shaky ground. Shit’s changed since Commander Ferris took over the unit.”

      “What does she need us to do?” Gone was the mischievous look in Rylan’s blue eyes. He was all business now, hard and menacing.

      “Train her people. Only a handful of them know how to fight. Most can’t even shoot a weapon.” Connor leaned back in his chair, looking unhappy. “She wants you and Pike to spend a few weeks in Foxworth and work with her people, show them everything you taught all those recruits back when you two were still part of the army group.”

      Pike didn’t look thrilled by the idea. “Can we say no?”

      Connor’s voice roughened. “She lent us her chopper so we could rescue Hudson from the Enforcer compound last month. We owe her.”

      “Then give her something else,” Pike grumbled. “I’ve got better ways to spend my time than to teach a bunch of clumsy hacks how to shoot a gun.”

      “This is what she wants. It’s all she wants. Trust me, I tried to negotiate, but she wasn’t having it.”

      Rylan interjected. “Hey, it’s not the worst favor she could’ve asked for.” He turned to Pike with a careless grin. “A few weeks at Foxworth, sparring during the day and screwing at night? Not a terrible gig.”

      Pike still looked unconvinced.

      “What’s the real deal here?” As always, Connor seemed to read his man’s mind. His sharp gaze fixed on Pike, who responded with a stiff shrug. But Connor was like a dog with a bone. “You don’t want to go. Why?”

      Lennox watched in fascination as the most tight-lipped bastard he’d ever met caved under Connor’s shrewd hazel gaze.

      “Don’t want to leave Hope,” Pike muttered.

      There was a beat of silence. Then a loud snort from Xander, who’d just lit a cigarette from his perch on the railing.

      Connor was equally dumbfounded. “Are you kidding me? You want us to face Reese’s wrath just so you can stick around here and hang out with your fucking pet?”

      Lennox swallowed his laughter. The pet in question had caught him by surprise when he first showed up at the camp. Apparently Hudson and Pike had found themselves a wolf pup, who they were now raising and teaching to do their bidding. To Lennox’s amazement, Pike was scarily gentle with the furry beast, and it was rare to see the man around camp without Hope scampering at his scuffed boots.

      “She’s in training,” Pike said tightly. “If I leave, it’ll screw up the routine we have going.”

      “Hudson knows the routine – she’s been doing it with you,” Connor pointed out. When Pike shrugged again, the leader cursed. “Is this seriously going to be an issue?”

      After a beat, Pike swore under his breath. “Fine. I’ll go.”

      “Damn right you will.” Connor shifted his exasperated gaze to the railing. “You too, Kade.”

      The dark-haired man looked startled. “Why me?”

      “Because you fight like shit,” Connor said bluntly. “Wouldn’t hurt to brush up on your hand-to-hand combat skills.”

      Kade nodded in resignation. He was only twenty-four and looked it, with his lean frame and boyish features. The guy had been living in West City up until he escaped a little over a year ago, and he’d yet to develop the hard edge that the other men possessed. That every outlaw possessed.

      In all honesty, Lennox wasn’t sure what Kade really offered to the group. Xander had vouched for him, though. And the first time Xan brought Kade to Lennox’s house, Lennox had watched the city boy tag-team a curvy blonde with Xan as if he’d been in the free land for years.

      “I’m going too, then,” Xander said immediately.

      “No.” Connor’s tone invited no argument. “I need you here.”

      Xander’s features tightened.

      Lennox didn’t claim to be a mind reader like Connor, but he was perceptive enough to figure out the reason for Xander’s unhappiness. Kade was still green, and Xander had taken the guy under his wing. Someone would need to look out for Kade at Foxworth, but neither Rylan nor Pike was up for the job. The former would be too busy chasing pussy, while the latter would no doubt find a shadowy place to hole up in and avoid any social contact.

      Connor yet again proved to be the leader Lennox always knew he was by saying, “Lennox will go and keep Kade company.”

      Lennox raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t used to other people making decisions for him, but he decided not to argue. He could use the change of scenery. Besides, the way Xander’s shoulders relaxed told him the man would appreciate it if he went along.

      “No problem,” he said easily.

      Connor looked pleased. “Good, then we’re all on board.” He rose from his chair and addressed the group. “You leave tomorrow night.”
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