

    
        
          Eight Seconds to Forever

        

        
        
          Cash Colburn

        

        
          Published by Cash Colburn, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      EIGHT SECONDS TO FOREVER

    

    
      First edition. June 26, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Cash Colburn.

    

    
    
      Written by Cash Colburn.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Eight Seconds to Forever

Chapter 1: Dust and Defiance

Chapter 2: Storm Warnings

Chapter 3: Lightning and Long Silences

Chapter 4: Breakfast, Bulls, and Lingering Looks

Chapter 5: Arena Dust and Unspoken Fears

Chapter 6: Ranch Repairs and Quiet Truths

Chapter 7: Whispers and Waning Light

Chapter 8: Bigger Lights and Breaking Walls

Chapter 9: Morning Afters and Steady Hands

Chapter 10: Feed Store Warnings

Chapter 11: Feed Store Echoes

Chapter 12: Friday Dinner

Chapter 13: Intentional Crossings and Close Quarters

Chapter 14: Morning Light and Quiet Roads

Chapter 15: Cracks in the Armor

Chapter 16: Trailer Lights and Tender Hands

Chapter 17: The Long Road Home

Chapter 18: Sunrise and New Beginnings

Chapter 19: Days of Healing

Chapter 20: Shadows of the Qualifier

Chapter 21: Ties That Bind

Chapter 22: The National Qualifier

Chapter 23: Roots and Reckoning

Chapter 24: Vegas Lights and Arena Dust

Chapter 25: Homecoming and Forever


EIGHT SECONDS TO FOREVER

A Montana Rodeo Romance
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Chapter 1: Dust and Defiance
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The roar of the crowd still echoed in Jax Ryder’s skull like a bad hangover, even though he was a thousand miles from the Vegas arena. He eased out of his battered black truck, boots kicking up red Montana dust, and winced as pain lanced through his left shoulder—the one that had nearly been shredded when the bull named Widowmaker slammed him into the chute gate during his final ride. Eight seconds had turned into a lifetime of hurt in under two.

The docs in Vegas had laid it out plain: another major wreck could end his career for good. Torn rotator cuff, cracked ribs, and a bull that damn near trampled him on the way out. But Jax wasn’t ready to hang up his bull rope. Not yet. One more season. One more shot at the world championship buckle that had haunted his dreams since he was a kid.

Willow Creek hadn’t changed. Same faded sign welcoming visitors to “Montana’s Best-Kept Secret.” Same rolling hills dotted with cattle—and the bucking bulls his family raised on the side. Same ache in his chest that felt a lot like failure mixed with stubborn pride.

“Jax Ryder, as I live and breathe!” Old man Harlan waved from the feed store porch. “Heard Widowmaker tried to make good on his name. You here to lick your wounds or cause new ones?”

“Bit of both,” Jax grunted, tipping his Stetson lower. He needed to check on the stock, especially the young bulls coming up for summer practice pens and potential sales. The ranch’s reputation as a supplier of rank bucking bulls was one of the few things still going right.

He didn’t expect the whirlwind waiting at the Ryder Ranch pens.

A woman in dusty jeans and a faded plaid shirt was crouched beside one of the holding chutes, examining the massive black-and-white bull that had arrived lame after a rough trailer ride from a neighboring contractor. She was murmuring soft nonsense while carefully checking the bull’s swollen shoulder and foreleg. Sunlight caught golden strands escaping her messy braid. She looked like she belonged in a damn painting—not in his bull pens.

“Who the hell are you?” Jax growled, striding over, his injured arm tucked close to his side.

She straightened, wiping her hands on her jeans. Bright hazel eyes met his, unflinching. “Dr. Ellie Harper, the new large-animal vet. Your foreman called me out for this bull’s injury—looks like a deep muscle strain and possible bruising from loading. And you must be the famous bull rider who thinks eight seconds of glory is worth risking everything—including the animals that make your living.”

Jax’s jaw tightened. Beautiful. Mouthy. Trouble. “That bull’s one of our up-and-comers. We raise ’em tough here. He’ll be fine.”

“He’ll recover if you give him proper rest, anti-inflammatories, and keep him out of the practice pens for at least three weeks,” she said firmly, handing him a bottle and a detailed treatment sheet. Her fingers brushed his, sending a spark through him that had nothing to do with static. “Pushing him risks permanent damage. Some of us actually care about the stock, not just the next adrenaline rush or that shiny buckle.”

He snatched the paper, ignoring the fresh throb in his shoulder. “I don’t have three weeks. Regionals are coming up, and these bulls need to be ready for sale and practice. I’ve got buyers interested.”

Ellie crossed her arms, chin lifting. “Then you’ll make it worse for both him and yourself.” She glanced at the way he favored his arm but didn’t comment. Smart woman.

She brushed past him toward her truck, the scent of lavender and hay lingering in the dusty air. Jax watched her go, equal parts pissed off and more intrigued than he’d been since before Vegas.

This was going to be a long, complicated summer.
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Chapter 2: Storm Warnings
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Ellie Harper gripped the steering wheel of her dusty pickup, the Wyoming-to-Montana plates still fresh with road grime. Three weeks into her new life in Willow Creek and she was already butting heads with the most stubborn cowboy this side of the Rockies. Jax Ryder. Even his name sounded like trouble—sharp, unyielding, and far too easy to remember.

She’d come to Montana for a fresh start. A chance to build her uncle’s old large-animal practice into something thriving. Quiet days treating horses, cattle, and the occasional rodeo stock. No more watching bull riders tempt fate the way her brother had. No more late-night hospital calls that ended in heartbreak.

But the Ryder Ranch call this morning had pulled her straight into the lion’s den.

By the time she pulled back into the long gravel drive the next afternoon—summoned again because the injured bull, now dubbed “Trouble” in her notes, was favoring the leg worse than expected—the sky had turned gunmetal gray. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Perfect. Just what she needed: treating a rank bull in a storm.

Jax was already in the pen when she arrived, one-handedly trying to adjust a gate latch while his bad shoulder screamed in protest. She could see the tension in his jaw from twenty yards away. The man moved like he was daring the world to break him again.

“Doc,” he said by way of greeting, voice low and rough as the gravel under her boots. “He’s off his feed. Figured you’d want to know.”

Ellie bit back a sarcastic retort and focused on the bull. Up close, Trouble was an impressive beast—broad chest, powerful hindquarters built for explosive bucks, the kind contractors paid top dollar for. She worked quickly, checking vitals and the injury site while the first fat raindrops began to fall.

“You shouldn’t be out here pushing yourself either,” she said without looking up. “That shoulder looks like it needs imaging, not ranch work.”

Jax leaned against the fence, arms crossed despite the obvious wince. “You my doctor now too, Harper?”

“Veterinarian. But I’ve patched up enough two-legged idiots on the circuit to know when someone’s ignoring medical advice.” She administered another dose of medication and stepped back as the rain picked up. “He needs dry quarters and rest. So do you, from the looks of it.”

Lightning cracked across the sky, followed by a boom that made the bull shift nervously. The downpour hit hard and sudden—the kind of Montana summer storm that turned roads into rivers in minutes.

“Damn it,” Jax muttered. “Road to the main house floods fast in these. You’d better wait it out.”

Ellie glanced at her truck, already half-sunk in the forming mud. “I can make it.”

“You can try. Or you can come inside, let me make a pot of coffee that doesn’t taste like burnt dirt, and we’ll check on Trouble again once it eases.” His green eyes held a challenge. “Unless you’re scared of a little forced hospitality, Doc.”

She should say no. She should drive away and keep her distance from men who lived for eight seconds of chaos. But the rain was sheeting down now, and the professional in her knew the bull might need monitoring overnight.

“Fine. One cup. Then I’m gone.”

The Ryder ranch house was everything a Western romance novel promised: wide porch, heavy timber beams, and the faint smell of leather and coffee. Family photos lined the walls—Jax as a cocky teen holding up his first junior buckle, surrounded by siblings and proud parents. He moved around the kitchen one-handed, surprisingly graceful despite the injury.

“You raise these bulls yourself?” Ellie asked, accepting the mug he slid across the counter. It was warm, black, and strong—just like the man making it.

“Me and my dad started the breeding program years ago. Sell to contractors, supply local rodeos, keep a few for practice. Widowmaker—the one that wrecked me in Vegas—was one of ours originally. Sold him last year.” Jax’s voice tightened. “Guess he remembered me.”

Ellie studied him over the rim of her mug. The vulnerability flickered for just a second before the grumpy mask slammed back down. “That why you’re so determined to get back on them? Proving something?”

“Something like that.” He stepped closer under the pretense of refilling his own coffee, close enough that she caught the scent of
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