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        Welcome to a world where the women are curvy and the men are salivating! Lumberjacks, Ranchers, and Mountain Men are waiting to sweep you off your feet.

      

      

      

      [image: kiss mark]Join Elsie’s Newsletter and get a FREE EBook

      

      [image: kiss mark] Save big with ebook bundles

      

      [image: kiss mark] Lumberjack Collections

      Lumberjack Lagoon

      Return to Lumberjack Lagoon

      Hideaway at the Lagoon

      Lumberjack Lodge

      The Buckner Brothers

      

      [image: kiss mark] Rancher Collections

      Findlay Farms

      Kingridge Ranch

      Midnight Kisses at the Ranch

      Tiding Family Holidays

      

      [image: kiss mark] Mountain Men Collections

      The Brewer Brothers

      Hotel at Brew by Brewer

      Holidays at Brewer

    

  


  
    
      Copyright

      ©Author Elsie James LLC. 2025. Author Elsie James. All rights reserved.

      This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Portions of this book are works of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author's imagination, and any resemblances to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, are entirely coincidental.

      
        
        Contact: Elsiejamesauthor.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            new year, new man

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            shawn

          

        

      

    

    
      “Who’s the new girl?” My younger brother Liam leans in toward me, and the smell of champagne on his breath nearly bowls me over.

      I follow his line of sight to a brunette with an unfamiliar face and a tight sequin shirt. New faces are rare at our annual Eggnog Ranch New Year’s Eve barn party. “Keep it in your pants, would you? She’s a friend of Erica’s, I think. How many of those have you had tonight?” I gesture to the near-empty champagne flute in his hand with a chuckle.

      “A few,” he laughs.

      “Dude, you might want to pace yourself if you’re going to make it until midnight.” I tease him, clapping him on the back.

      “What can I say? You know this is my favorite night of the year. The Eggnog brothers staying sober at their own party isn’t a good look. I’m doing my part. It seems like Jackson and Luke are, too. Join us, man. You could stand to relax a bit.”

      I give him a nod as our guests file in through the barn doors. I know Liam isn’t wrong. Our New Year’s Eve party is the stuff of legend around here, and despite the reality of our bleak financial situation, it seems this year is no exception. These people came to the party, and I need to get out of my own head.

      But I know myself. I knew about the heavy weight that would sit on my chest and the way my throat would run dry every time my mind wanders. I knew I wouldn’t be able to grin at these people, knowing their very livelihoods are at stake. And that is exactly why I came prepared with a backup plan.

      “Besides, if you loosen up, you might actually find someone to kiss at midnight.” Liam tosses his head back and polishes off his drink.

      “I actually have someone to kiss, thank you.” My throat runs dry.

      “Who?” My brother furrows his eyebrows in disbelief.

      I take a sharp inhale through my nose. “Jessa.”

      Liam’s jaw falls open. “Jessa… Jessa Frost? She loves horses more than people. You and Jessa are kissing at midnight? Are you sleeping with her? Is this some kind of weird pact?”

      I swallow back my nerves and try to come across as confident. “No, it’s not some weird thing. Why is Jessa and me being a couple so hard to believe?”

      Probably because it’s a lie.

      “I’m just a little surprised.” Liam cuts his eyes at me. “She’s hot, I’ll give you that. But it’s out of nowhere. I thought you were taking some vow of celibacy. You mean to tell me you’re wound this tightly even though you’re getting laid?”

      A vision whips through my mind. I like the thought of Jessa sprawled out in front of me on all fours, her blonde ponytail wrapped around my fist, and my dick pressed against her slit. But I shake the vision away just as quickly as it arrives. The reality of my relationship with Jessa is much more G-rated.

      I clear my throat and shake my head at Liam. “Thanks, bro.”

      If there’s anyone I can’t get away with lying to, it has to be Liam. Jackson and Luke, my two youngest brothers, may fall for it more easily. But I need everyone to believe that Jessa is mine, at least for tonight.

      “I’m sorry to tell you this, but you don’t know everything about your big bro. The two of us are dating.” Then I make a decision to move on to the parts of the story that are true. “She’s incredible. She brings a sense of warmth and stability to this ranch. She’s exactly what we need right now.”

      “No doubt about it. And she’s got some curves on her, too, so there’s that. I guess I can’t believe you haven’t mentioned it before—” Liam starts with a smirk, but I cut him off.

      “I’m mentioning it now.” I take a sip of my beer. With the room bursting at the seams with employees of the ranch, this is hardly the time to get into details. Plus, I don’t like the idea of anyone else noticing her curves. “We thought it’d be a good idea to let everyone see how in love we are tonight.”

      “Always the man of mystery. Good on you. If you're happy, I’m happy for you. Drink up, man.” Liam slides a beer across the wooden bar top to me and disappears into the crowd, likely in search of the brunette if I had to guess.

      I blow out a deep breath. The reality of the conversation between Jessa and me looked more like coercion. It was me begging Jessa to get on board with my outlandish plan.

      When my father passed, my three brothers and I inherited our family’s ranch and the livelihood of everyone who lives and works at it. As much as I don’t like to admit it, the truth is, the ranch is built on antiquated systems that have failed the test of time.

      At this point, it’s held together by good faith. My father has lost money every year for nearly a decade, but he built up the things that matter most. Relationships. People. His sons. Community.

      Everyone who lives here does so rent-free. They exchange time for livelihood. When they get too old to perform their duties, they stay anyway. The community my father built wraps around them, giving them a place to belong. That legacy of love meant everything to him. The burden of continuing it weighs heavily on me.

      With our horse stables falling apart, our guest cottages costing a fortune to heat, and our kitchen out of service, this place was made for a time that doesn’t exist anymore. But Eggnog Ranch is so much more than what it looks like on paper. I’m determined to save it. Even with my old friend Xavier signing on to help, it will take time to create change.

      I need all two hundred fifty people who live at this ranch to believe that things will get better. But there’s a palpable undercurrent of panic. It isn’t helping anything.

      We have some tough choices to make, combining resources and collapsing portions of the ranch to make others profitable. Reallocating funds. Bringing in new talent who can help generate revenue.

      These are huge hurdles for a group of people who pride themselves on avoiding change. I need them to trust me when I say that things will get better. I do think they will. But not before they get worse, if I’m honest.

      That’s where Jessa comes in.
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      I thought that joining forces with someone whom the community knows and trusts would be a good start. Jessa Frost grew up here, her parents having worked as ranchers. She moved away for college, but she came right back when she was finished. Now she’s lived here as an adult for a decade, taking care of our horses at the stable just across from the barn. People like her, and it’s easy to see why.

      When I thought about a way to paint myself in a light more like my father, she seemed like the perfect option. She’s sweet, smart, and trustworthy. When I asked her to come on board with my plan, she gave me a resounding yes, and I felt myself exhale for the first time.

      Though she still isn’t here yet, and that makes anxiety prickle on the back of my neck. As I look around the room, I swallow a lump in my throat. It's odd, really. There are a few new faces. Probably friends of friends, or a few new locals from the row of track homes they just built on the outskirts of our ranch.  A sultry brunette. A few kids running wild. Then the other faces that I’ve seen all my life.

      The people in this room are the reason I need this place to stay afloat. The pressure settles heavily on my chest. They’re all depending on me to keep Eggnog Ranch the pillar of community it’s always been.

      “Dude, are you gonna do the welcome?” My brother Jackson appears beside me, and it snaps me back to reality.

      “Oh.” My heart rate ticks up. “Yeah, I guess I should. It’s what Dad always did, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, you’ve got this. Let’s get this party started. Just hop up on the stage and thank people for coming. You know, set the tone for the night and tell them to find someone to kiss when the ball drops.” Jackson ushers me toward the microphone.

      “Yeah. No prob.” My throat runs dry.

      The welcome speech is just one more thing in a long line of details my father pulled together to build a sense of community. He was a natural charmer, warm and inviting. With my mother by his side, he was unstoppable.

      I step onto the stage, and my eyes roam the crowd. I take in the physical embodiment of his legacy that stares back at me as I take the microphone. My throat runs dry.

      “Hey, thanks for coming tonight.” My words sputter into the microphone, and the room falls silent. My heart thuds in my chest. “My father was always so good at this, and I know he’d be pleased to see the Eggnog Ranch New Year’s Eve party in full swing…”

      As I talk, the barn doors roll open, and Jessa steps inside. I exhale a little when I see her. At least I think that’s her.

      I pause, blinking my eyes in her direction. Truth be told, I hardly recognize her. Jessa’s always been cute in her usual baggy t-shirt, dark wash jeans, riding boots, and long hair pulled back into a ponytail. But now, she’s stunning. Downright sexy, if I’m being honest.

      I lock my eyes on the long blonde locks as they make their way toward the stage. When she gets close, Jessa looks up from beneath long, dark lashes and gives me a wave. My heartbeat ticks up she understood the assignment.
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      “I want to say that I know times are hard.” Shawn breathes heavily into the microphone, his posture rigid.

      The jovial mood in the room evaporates immediately. My stomach clenches for him as I watch, my lips pursed into a line.

      “I’m not going to lie to you all, it’s really bad. Possibly even worse than you think…” As Shawn continues, my eyes widen in shock.

      Come on, Shawn, get it together.

      I’ve always liked Shawn Eggnog. It’s impossible not to with his ice-blue eyes, squared jawline, and sexy brooding. He’s older than me, but my parents worked on the ranch all my life, so in a way, we grew up together. Not that he noticed. In fact, I’m sure he’s never seen me as anything more than the horse girl. It’s a badge I wear with pride, but still.

      Shawn has a type for sure, and the women he dates aren’t like me. For starters, they’re usually from the city, which I think is odd because Shawn’s life is wrapped up in the very fiber of the ranch. On top of that, they tend to be pretty. And I don’t mean the kind of down-home-cute I can pull off, more like the breathtaking plastic-type without a lock of hair out of place.

      So when he asked me to pretend we are dating for the New Year’s Eve party, I almost spit out my water. I couldn’t believe he was serious. But after he explained himself, there wasn’t any denying that his theory held some merit.

      People do like me around here. And with my own parents having passed a few years back, I go out of my way to take care of the aging population here at the ranch. Especially now that we’re down to just one horse in our stable, Snowflake, there isn’t much else for me to do.

      In the past, I’ve done riding lessons and pony birthday parties for kids, but I’d be afraid to bring children into the dilapidated horse stables now. I’ve asked for a budget and some manpower to get things repaired, but it seems my request has fallen on deaf ears.

      Still, I know Shawn’s heart is in the right place. Although I don’t always understand the decisions he makes, if he thinks that somehow my being on his arm tonight will help stabilize the future of Eggnog Ranch, I’m here for it. Besides, being the woman in Shawn Eggnog’s life makes the awkward teenage girl trapped inside of me absolutely giddy, even if it’s just for one night and even if it isn’t real.

      Shawn continues talking too close to the microphone, oblivious to the grimaces staring back at him. “Times are tough, and there isn’t any doubt in my mind they’ll only get tougher before they get better. We have to get the bakery back up and running. Right now it’s deplorable. A real hazard. The same can be said for the stables. We can’t even get our crops out before they rot. It’s bleak…” Shawn runs a hand along the back of his neck.

      I cover my mouth with my hands. It’s like watching a slow-motion train wreck.

      “Boo! You suck! This is a party, not a funeral!” Mr. Coal, clearly intoxicated, shouts slurs at Shawn from behind a hay bale.
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