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CHAPTER ONE
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Ross McDonald knew something was wrong the moment the sun failed to come into focus.

It was rising over the east ridge, spilling light across Ash Creek in a wash of gold and dust, the way it always had. But this morning, the edges of things refused to settle. The hitch rail across the street wavered. The church steeple looked like it was leaning, though Ross knew better. Even the familiar shape of the water trough outside the jail seemed to blur at the rim, as if the world had decided to soften itself without asking his permission.

He stood in the doorway of the jailhouse, thumbs hooked into his gun belt, and blinked hard.

The blur stayed.

Ross didn’t move. A lawman learned early not to advertise weakness, and later learned never to panic. Panic got men killed faster than whiskey or bad luck. So he did what he always did—he waited, let the moment pass, trusted that his body would correct itself.

It didn’t.

The sun climbed higher. The blur lingered, faint but unmistakable, like smoke that refused to clear after a gunshot.

Ross exhaled slowly and stepped down onto the boardwalk.

Ash Creek was waking up. A wagon creaked past, iron rims clanking soft against stone. Mrs. Calder was unlocking her mercantile, her movements familiar enough that Ross didn’t need to see her face to know who it was. Somewhere behind him, a door opened and closed, boots scraping as a man headed toward the saloon for a morning drink he’d swear was medicinal.

Everything was the same.

And that was what troubled him most.

Ross McDonald had kept the peace in Ash Creek for eleven years. Long enough for men to forget what the town had been like before him. Long enough for stories to harden into reputation.

They said Ross McDonald was fast.

They said he never missed.

They said he could see trouble coming before it crossed the street.

Ross had never corrected them.

He crossed to the hitch rail and rested one hand on the smooth post. The wood felt solid beneath his palm. That helped. He glanced down at his revolver, the familiar weight riding easy on his hip. The grip looked... wrong. Not gone. Just soft around the edges, as if someone had taken a rag and wiped the world without finishing the job.

Ross clenched his jaw.

Only two people knew.

The doctor had told him three days earlier, sitting behind a desk that smelled of antiseptic and bad news. He’d spoken careful words, the kind men used when they couldn’t fix a thing and didn’t want to say it plain.

“It’s not strain,” the doctor had said. “And it’s not age alone.”

Ross had stared at the wall behind him, letting the shapes blur just enough to confirm what he already suspected.

“How long?” Ross had asked.

The doctor hadn’t answered right away.

“That depends,” he said finally. “Could be months. Could be longer. But it will get worse. And there’s no stopping it.”

Ross hadn’t cursed. Hadn’t slammed a fist or reached for whiskey. He’d only nodded, stood, and thanked the man like he’d just been told the weather would turn.

Now, standing in the morning light of Ash Creek, Ross felt the truth of it settle deeper.

A lawman lived and died by what he could see.

And Ross McDonald was losing his sight.

A voice carried from down the street.

“You hear it yet?”

Ross turned his head toward the sound. It took him a fraction longer than it should have to place the speaker—Tom Weaver, leaning against the post outside the livery, chewing on nothing.

“Hear what?” Ross asked.

Weaver spat into the dust. “They’re sayin’ someone’s ridin’ in. Man from the south road.”
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