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It was a day no father ever wanted to see, and yet, Hector was in attendance of his daughter’s funeral. It was sudden, alive and smiling one day and dead the next without even a sign. He’d thought he’d been hardened by the life he’d lived, the things he’d done, and all the people he’d said goodbye to, but saying goodbye to his little girl? He knew that she was a grown woman but try telling him to think of her another way and he couldn’t.

Which made carrying her coffin even heavier. He was at the front, alongside Naomi, his daughter’s friend in life. The pair were inseparable since the day Naomi came to town, and though Hector had seen them at their worst, he could also see them raising their kids like siblings in all these moments. And now, he knew he’d never see his grandkids bouncing alongside Naomi’s blonde babies.

They brought the coffin out of town to Cemetery Hill outside of town, a place that had earned that name long before people started digging graves there. Beneath it was an old mine that claimed many lives through the years and was condemned, like the town. Old Los Ricos was slowly becoming a ghost town without any gold, silver or even coal to keep money and people around, and Hector suspected he’d have to leave soon enough.

But for now, he’d reached the hole in the ground and laid that pine box in with pain in his heart. He looked at the face of its lid and couldn’t help but think of his daughter underneath. He kept thinking that she was alive in there and trying to get out, but there wasn’t a sound from it, not a struggle to break the lid, just the knowledge that she was there. He never wanted this to be how he said goodbye, and yet, he wasn’t going to say hello again.

He stepped back and saw the grave of his wife next to this fresh one. She had passed years ago, trying to bring a child into this world that never lived. Hector couldn’t help but blame himself for it, and he wished he could have her by his side to help him through the passing of their daughter. However, he too saw it as selfish; now, he hoped, his wife and daughter could be together for all eternity until Judgment Day dragged him down to Hell.

“I’m sorry to ask this,” a familiar voice asked him, “but I need to make sure you’re not armed.”

That was Sheriff Crow, a rather disliked man in Los Ricos. A lot of people knew him for his habit of throwing people in the jail for a night if they got a little drunk after a hard day’s work, and if it wasn’t that it was collecting taxes. Folks were pretty sure it was a scam by the mayor, but they didn’t want to rock the boat, just caricature them both. Hector had a seen a lot of his rugged mug even grizzlier than normal, even riding with a gang of outlaws to collect. He’d pay it no mind, but he was put off when they depicted someone a bit too familiar for his liking.

“Well, I didn’t bring my pistol to my own daughter’s funeral,” Hector replied, “nor would I think to. Nobody had a problem with her. Well, maybe Fletcher did, but we both know he’s got a problem with everyone, don’t we?”

Crow rolled his eyes. “I just want to make sure there’s no trouble here,” he tried to assure Hector, “It’s my job.”

“Sure, sure,” Naomi chimed in, “Like stealing and jailing.”

The sheriff turned around and started checking other guests. It was absurd, and Hector was of a mind to call him out on it. There wasn’t a law saying you couldn’t bring a gun to a funeral, just that you didn’t do it. His insistence on enforcing it almost made wish Hector bring his six-gun, but he pulled himself back. Of all the places to kill someone, and of all the people to kill, a sheriff at a funeral is probably the worst of them all.

“Did you bring a firearm?” Crow asked Father Peter.

“I’m a priest!” he baulked, “Begone, my good man, for you’re only bringing more sorrow to sorrowful day!”

Crow nodded and tipped his black hat before leaving the grounds in due course. That left Hector, and he suspected, everyone else with no distractions to what they were here for, nothing they could say or do that wasn’t about this before them. It was how a funeral was meant to be held, even if it didn’t make it easier.

“Oh, our father, who art in Heaven,” Father Peter lead in prayer, “we send you Luciana Romero into your kingdom. We pray that she find peace in your embrace, and she would be without want or need. Today, we mourn who she could not be on Earth, but we know that in time, we shall be with her again in Heaven. Amen.”

Peter often gave prayers like that, not straight from his book or anything, but from his heart. It made him a good priest, but it also made him a riot. He first came to Los Ricos to save people from sin and ill-repute, a town that would turn a blind eye if a man got shot outside a brothel. Well, the brothel’s mostly gone up to where there’s more than a dry mine keeping people together, and Peter would probably be the last among all to leave.

“You may all give your peace now,” he priest said as he stood above the grave.

The first to say anything was Naomi, whose black dress trailed against the sand. “Lucy, I know we had so much planned together. We talked about taking the San Diego by storm, see what all the fuss was about. I was actually packing when I got the news that you were gone. I don’t think I want to go anywhere now, not when you’re not there. I love you, Lucy. I wish you were here.”

She always called Luciana that, ever since she was a child. Hector let it be, seeing it as just a harmless nickname, though some of his friends said it was a grindo trying to rename her. It never made her stop responding to her name, and she never let anyone except Naomi call her that, so it didn’t seem like any harm. There weren’t a lot of women in a town like this, at least not working women or the kind you got through mail order, so Hector thought it was important that Luciana have a female friend, especially one about her age.

Though Naomi wasn’t her only friend. Stepping forward was Arturo, the butcher of the town. Well, as much of a butcher as you can get in a town without it being easy to raise animals. Whenever they were so lucky to get meat in from the wild or the train, Arturo would butcher it and do his best to preserve it. Although, a lot of people said he was storing it in his belly, but that was something Hector was never so rude as to imply.

“Luciana was pretty curious, wasn’t she?” Arturo chuckled so hollowly, “She would always ask about the cuts of meat in the shop or about the knives I had for the job. I think if she wanted a job, she’d have been a butcher, you know? I even let her take a whack at some fine meat, and let me tell you, I’ve never seen a woman do that to meat since my grandmother. And I don’t think I will again. I’m gonna miss her.”

Hector wasn’t surprised by that; Luciana would talk a lot about the rather morbid things she was interested in. Butchery was only one of them, and she could talk about it from dawn to dusk. He wondered if Arturo would’ve been a good match for her, seeing as how Luciana could probably do his work while he was bed and ill, but such speculation only compounded the grief. He’d ever know if Arturo would be right for her.

Though some people he’d never consider giving his daughter’s hand in marriage to, like John Dowlin. You might read that name and think it sophisticated, but he was as sophisticated as a raccoon. He was the only one who’d been in Los Ricos longer than Hector had, and his white, bushy beard was only proof of that. He was far too old to be married, and rarely did he seem that broken up by it.

“I think the thing I’ll miss the most about Luciana is someone to teach my tricks to,” John admitted, “Not a lot of people talk to me, and a lot less of you want to learn how to be a hunter. Oh yeah, you try, but she was about the only one who had the patience for it. I think she was a better shot than even you, Hector, but I’m not gonna say if she was better than me; age is taking my eyes. I only wish it had taken her.”

If only. Oh, to die of old age as opposed to some random chance. Hector had seen friends die from being sick, from being killed, and worst of all, just die, and he’d never know why. None of them could bask in the spoils of their twilight years, could they? Well, this was Hector basking in his spoils: a funeral and a hollowed-out heart, left a lingering relic of a time when blood was cheaper than gold in this part of the West.

“Luciana,” he spoke softly, “I know we’ve had our troubles with you running off every which way and me always trying to ground you to the house, and probably a more than my share of things that ain’t right to say at a funeral, but I want you to know-.”

Hector couldn’t say another word. His tongue wasn’t tied; there was something under his feet. He could feel a rumbling, something moving. He almost mistook it for something coming up from the mine, but those dead tunnels weren’t the source of this, and as the shaking earth went on, he knew what it was. This was what the ground felt like when you had a dozen or two dozen horses all galloping at once.

He turned around and spotted an all too familiar sight. Riding up from town was twenty-odd men on horseback, men he’d never seen, but in their hands wasn’t just their leads, but guns. Out from the pages of his ancient history were relics as old as him: murderers and thieves and worse that rode out of Hell because the Devil was feeling generous. Hector wished his eyes were deceiving him, but they were as clear as daylight, and pointing their guns at them.

“Run!” Hector screamed as gunshots fired through the air.

The first one to be riddled with bullets was Father Peter, his clothes covered in his old blood as his Bible was ripped apart, the pages caught on a breeze. Hector ran for Old John, but he barely got a shot out before he ripped apart, his red beard hiding the worst of the wounds. In fact, he couldn’t; he didn’t bring his gun. Hector couldn’t help but think someone sold them out. A treacherous little taxman who wouldn’t have made sure no one brought a gun for any other reason, would he?

Such blaming wasn’t a waste of time, and Hector only just managed to get to John’s body as Arturo was gunned down. Hector pulled the bowie from John’s belt and threw it at a bandit riding up to him. It hit square in his chest, and he was nearly damn sure his ribs cracked at the hit, landing him on the dusty ground, his rifle falling aside just in time for Hector to grab it. This little number came after Hector had settled down, but when he fired it, he found a new friend.

He caught about three men before he found himself the only one left, everyone else, even Naomi got a lead present for her attendance. That meant he was surrounded by a whole lotta men, a lot more than he’d generously be able to take on even in his prime. And yet, they didn’t just shoot him; they lined up with their rifles and pistols, like they wanted him to surrender. Well, Hector didn’t have anyone to kill for, so he figured he’d bide his time.

But biding wasn’t an option when he saw the man he knew damn well was in charge. Those white whiskers weren’t there before, and he was a little better dressed than when Hector last saw him, but he knew those eyes. They’d crinkled with age, but that fiery hatred for all the human race was plain to see, and you couldn’t just find him anyone. Perhaps those caricatures of Sheriff Crow with the gang wasn’t an exaggeration since here was that man Hector so recognized from them.

“Hector,” Abraham Boone greeted smugly, “Do you still call yourself that?”

“I’m not the coward you are, Boone,” Hector hissed, “I don’t change my name when someone’s looking for me; I put bastards like you in your graves.”

“Except you didn’t,” Boone retorted, “You didn’t kill me, though you tried. I’m almost insulted that you didn’t make sure I was dead, but I think the worst insult was how you betrayed me.”

Hector didn’t have words for him, just spat on his boot. If Abraham Boone was going to call what Hector did a betrayal, he truly hadn’t changed. He was still the hateful, all-consuming son of a bitch that never thought in terms of morality, just what you could do for him. In his eyes, he was a god that you had to pay homage to, or he’d smite you, and there wasn’t anyone above him, even in Heaven. If Hector had to be thorough, he would’ve put a stake through his heart at a crossroad.

“Cat got your tongue?” Boone grinned, “Too bad. I liked exchanging wit with you. It’s why I bothered telling my gang to let you live, but if you’re just going to insult me like this, this may have to come to an end too soon. But first, put them in the grave.”

The bastard pointed around him to the corpses. Hector knew what he meant and knew what disrespect he intended. However, he knew that this was the closest he had to keeping Boone happy for now, and he wasn’t about to risk the consequences. He didn’t know how much worse Boon had gotten in the lifetime since he’d last seen him, but if he had to guess, Hector being killed was the least of his worries; he’d burn the town to the ground if he felt disrespected.

So, Hector started dragging the bodies to the open grave. He pulled people he’d known alive only a moment ago to the hole, any resemblance of holiness gone from it. Father Peter, Naomi, Arturo, John, and even more. Luciana was well loved, and so it wasn’t so long until her coffin was buried in corpses of those who loved her. Hector could only imagine what the wildlife would do to them once he failed to place the dirt on them, and worst of all, the buzzards flying above made their fates clear.

Eventually, there wasn’t a corpse left on Cemetery Hill, not even the ones Hector made. He thought that Boone would want better for his men, but he didn’t seem to care. He never did, did he? Hector sometimes thought that the only reason Boone never cannibalized his own men was because the others would turn on him for it, and that was the only way he understood social graces, and not because he feared being killed. He needed more than corpses to kill, steal and destroy.

Worn and covered in blood, Hector turned to Boone, panting and eyes burning with fire and tears. “Is this all you want, devil?” he spat.

“Oh, there we go!” Boone almost cheered if it didn’t sound as sincere, “There’s the wit I came to expect from you, though I expected a little more. I guess you’re not in the mood. I suppose you’ll have to appreciate this.”

The bastard hovered his gun over Hector’s shoulder, and Hector recalled that was the wound he thought was the last one. However, Boone holstered his pistol before pulling out his knife and cut a gash from Hector’s elbow to his wrist before taking a slicing over his eye. Judging from the scars evident from Boone’s grizzled face and tanned forearm, he wanted a mirror to look into before he shattered with a gunshot.

After he slowly cleaned his knife, Boone pulled out his pistol and gave the final shot through Hector’s shoulder, the last wound Hector left in him. The blast propelled him into the pile of corpses, falling only a foot or two into the grave before feeling the dead over his body. He could pull himself out, even if he was too be buried, he’d
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