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HEN are we goin’ 
home, Red?” queried 
Little Pardner as he 
squirmed back and 

forth on the bench, a toy balloon grasped 
tightly in his right hand, a tin whistle in his 
left hand. 

“Just as soon as Tex pulls the stage up 
here,” replied Red Harris as he glanced 
down the main street of Copperville. There 
were a few lamps burning in front of the 
stage office, the hotel, and the railroad 
depot, otherwise the street was in darkness. 

“I don’t like Tex,” said the youngster. 
“He wouldn’t let us ride with him when we 
came down here.” 

“He’s sure different than Buck Ryan,” 
said Red. “Oh, well, we had a good time at 
the circus, didn’t we?”  

“Uh-huh,” nodded Little Pardner. “I’m 
awful tired, Red.”  

A man came up the walk and stepped in 
front of the stage office. He looked inside, 
but the office was empty, so he turned and 
walked over to where the two boys were 
seated. 

“What time does the stage leave?” he 
asked. 

“It should leave any minute,” replied 
Red. “We’re waitin’ for it, now. Are yuh 

goin’ to Ocotillo City, Mister?” 
“Yes,” nodded the man as he turned 

and glanced about. “There comes the 
stage,” he added as he stepped to the edge 
of the high boardwalk and waited. Red got 
to his feet, helped the tired youngster to 
his, then they moved in beside the man and 
waited. The stage pulled up next to the 
walk and the driver climbed down the front 
wheel to the walk. 

“All ready to go back, eh?” he asked 
Red. 

“We’re tired out,” grinned Red, “but we 
sure had a lot of fun at the circus.” 

The driver was a tall, raw-boned 
cowboy, with a lean face, large nose, small 
eyes, and a narrow mouth. He squinted at 
the man who was with the boys. 

“Goin’ with us, Mister?” he asked as he 
opened the stage door. 

“Yes,” replied the man as he held out 
some money to pay for his fare. Tex Rains 
took the money and helped the man inside, 
then he tossed his small bag in after him. 
As Red started to help Little Pardner into 
the stage, Tex stopped him. 

“Wouldn’t you kids like to ride on top 
with me?” he asked. 

“Gee!” grunted Red. “I guess we 
would, only we might be too much of a 

“W



BACKFIRED 2

bother to yuh.” 
“Not at all,” smiled Tex as he lifted 

Little Pardner up on the seat, then he 
helped Red up. “I’ll be back in a minute,” 
he added as he turned and entered the stage 
office. 

“He’s changed his mind for some 
reason,” grunted Red, “but I should worry. 
I like ridin’ up here better’n inside.” 

“Me, too,” sighed Little Pardner as he 
leaned against Red. Red put his arm about 
the youngster’s shoulders. 

 
EX RAINS came out of the office, put 
out the lamps, then he climbed up on 

the driver’s seat next to Little Pardner, 
threw off the foot brake, and started the 
stage down the street and out of town. 
After they left Copperville, the only light 
they had was from the moon and stars, and 
that wasn’t very bright. Neither of the boys 
nor Tex had anything to say as they crossed 
a low desert section, then they started to 
climb into the Calico Range. 

Although Red Harris was only sixteen 
years of age, because of his slight build, 
people always thought him much younger, 
but when it came to solving mysteries, Red 
took his place at the top of the list. His face 
was lean, tanned, and freckled, with a 
pointed nose, wide mouth, and two bright 
blue eyes. From under the brim of his flat 
crown Stetson sombrero strayed several 
strands of his flaming red hair. Red was 
dressed in overalls, held in place with a 
rope belt, a blue shirt with a red scarf about 
his neck, and he wore a pair of low black 
shoes on his feet. 

Little Pardner was short and stocky, 
with a moon-like face, small stubby nose, 
and large blue eyes that were continually 
on the search for new bugs—but old ones 
were acceptable. He was dressed in bib-
overalls, a gray shirt with a blue scarf about 
his neck, and on his tiny feet he wore a pair 
of dirty, run-down tennis shoes. On top of 

his blonde head he wore his battered old 
straw hat, which was held in place by a 
whang-leather strap that fastened under his 
chubby chin. 

They lived in Ocotillo City with Sheriff 
Spike Haslam, Little Pardner’s father. He 
provided a nice home for them. Red had 
drifted into town, an orphan, and the sheriff 
took him under his wing. In return, Red 
acted as guardian over Little Pardner. 
Later, the sheriff adopted Red.  

Little Pardner was soon asleep from the 
sway of the stage as it rounded the curves. 
Tex occasionally glanced over at the boys, 
but he didn’t say a thing. Red pulled the 
brim of his hat low and moved in close to 
Little Pardner. Red was nearly asleep when 
he heard Tex grunt aloud. Red opened his 
eyes. Down the road a short distance he 
could see several lights blinking. He took a 
deep breath and relaxed. 

Ahead was Pancho’s halfway house 
where the stage stopped for a breathing 
spell before tackling the steep grade to the 
summit. Here, drinks were served by a 
couple of Mexicans who ran the place. 
Pancho was an old-timer in the country, 
and he only hired these two Mexicans, 
Tony and Pedro. They all lived in the small 
shacks around Pancho’s main house. As the 
stage drew to a stop in front of Pancho’s 
house, a big fat Mexican came out on the 
porch, carrying a lantern. He looked at 
them as Tex swung down off the driver’s 
seat. 

“Got somethin’ hot to eat?” asked Tex. 
“Si, si,” grunted Pancho. 
“Great,” said Tex as he opened the 

stage door and spoke to the passenger. 
“Might as well get out and stretch yore 
legs. There’s good liquor inside.”  

The passenger climbed out of the stage, 
stretched himself, and followed Tex toward 
the lighted doorway. Pancho came over to 
the stage, lifted his lantern high and looked 
at the two boys on the seat. 
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“Oh, the r’ad-head, eh,” he laughed, 
“and the leetle one. You wan’ some nice 
frijole?”  

“We’ve been to the circus,” replied 
Red, “and we’re full of popcorn and 
peanuts.” 

“Oh, sure; and the peenk lemons-aid, 
eh? I sabe heem.”  

Pancho went bow-legging his way 
back, the lantern swinging in his hand, and 
entered the house. Now there was only the 
dull glow of light through a curtained 
window, and no noise, except the creak of 
harness, the faint jingle of chains, as the 
horses shifted position. 

Little Pardner’s quiet snores soon lulled 
Red to sleep, but he was suddenly jerked 
from slumberland by the sound of a shot. 
Confused for a moment, Red almost fell off 
the seat. He saw the door of the house 
open. 

There was a man between the stage and 
the doorway, only a blur in the darkness, 
but his profanity was plainly audible. Then 
he started running and shooting. Little 
Pardner was awake now, clutching at Red’s 
sleeve. There was a babel of Mexican 
voices, as men came out of the tavern. 

Then Red recognized Tex’s voice, 
panting, swearing: 

“They got him! Shot from the corner 
over there!”  

Red climbed down quickly and Little 
Pardner was right behind him. The men 
were grouped around a man on the ground, 
when Pancho came running with his 
lantern. It was the passenger. Tex and 
Pancho examined him enough to determine 
that the man was beyond medical help. Tex 
turned on Red. “Did you kids see him?” he 
asked anxiously. 

“We were both asleep,” confessed Red. 
“Did you see him?”  

Tex drew an indignant breath. “What in 
hell didja think I was shootin’ at?” he 
asked. “We started from the doorway, 

when this killer shot from the corner. It was 
so damn dark—say, we’ve got to get the 
sheriff—quick!”  

Tex swung out the cylinder of his six-
shooter and dumped out the shells, after 
which he carefully loaded the gun again. 

“You wan’ tak’ these dead man?” asked 
Pancho. 

“Don’t touch him,” warned Tex. 
“We’ve got to leave him right like he is 
until the sheriff and coroner see him. Cover 
him with a blanket and have one of yore 
men stay right here. C’mon, kids.”  

Little Pardner had been busy, picking 
up the empty shells, which he shoved into 
his pocket. Red took him by the arm and 
they went over to the stage. Tex said: 

“You kids better ride inside, ‘cause 
we’re goin’ fast, and I don’t want to lose 
any more passengers. Fasten the doors and 
hang on tight!” 

 
EX’S statement about the ride was 
justified. It was a wild ride. They took 

curves on two wheels, and several times 
Red offered prayers aloud as they skidded 
to the edge of the road, but Tex Rains was 
a good driver, and the horses knew the 
road. They broke all records in traveling 
the distance between Pancho’s place and 
Ocotillo City.  

It was near midnight when they rolled 
down the main street of Ocotillo City. The 
lights from the Fill ‘Em Up Saloon and the 
hotel lobby were the only ones that lighted 
the street. They pulled to a stop in front of 
the stage office. Two men stepped out of 
the shadows of the stage office and moved 
to the stage as Tex Rains slipped down off 
the driver’s seat. 

They were Sheriff Spike Haslam and 
his deputy, Geography Jones. They waited 
as Tex flung the stage door open, then the 
driver turned to the two officers. 

“There’s been a murder—out at 
Pancho’s place,” he said. 

T
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“Who was killed?” asked Haslam, as 
Little Pardner came over to him. 

“I dunno who it was,” replied Tex. “But 
we were comin’ out when someone 
downed him. I shot at ‘em, but they got 
away in the dark.”  

“He was a stranger,” said Red. “We 
saw him when he came in on the evening 
train at Copperville.”  

Haslam ordered Geography to get their 
horses and notify Doc Bishop about the 
body. After the deputy was gone, Tex 
Rains went into detail on the shooting, and 
Red verified it. 

“Can I ride out there with yuh, 
Sheriff?” asked Red. 

“You’ve had a busy day,” replied 
Haslam. “You take Little Pardner an’ go 
home. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”  

“Say, that passenger had a small bag 
with him,” said Red as he looked at Tex. 
“It’s still in the stage.”  

“By golly, I plumb forgot all about it,” 
grunted Tex as he turned toward the stage. 
He opened the door and looked inside. 
“Here she is, Sheriff,” he added as he 
pulled the bag out and handed it to the 
officer. 

Haslam opened the bag. He lighted 
several matches as he examined the 
contents. He found several papers, and they 
all carried the name of Robert North. 

“He must be Robert North,” sighed the 
sheriff as he closed the bag. He handed it to 
Red. “Take it up to the house for me, Red.” 

“Red,” said Little Pardner, “will yuh 
get my balloon and whistle for me?”  

“Where are they?” 
“Up on the seat,” replied the youngster. 

Red climbed up on the driver’s seat and 
secured Little Pardner’s mementos of the 
circus. The youngster took the balloon in 
one hand and the whistle in the other. Then 
he turned to the sheriff. 

“See what Red bought me, Daddy,” he 
said. 

“That’s fine,” smiled Haslam. 
Just then Geography appeared with 

their horses. Haslam took his reins and 
swung into the saddle. 

“Doc’ll be along in a minute,” said 
Geography. “He said for us to go ahead.”  

Haslam swung his horse about, then 
started down the street, followed by 
Geography. 

“You two kids sure had a wild day,” 
said Tex. “I’ll bet that old bed is goin’ to 
feel mighty good to both of yuh.”  

“It sure will,” grinned Red as he took 
Little Pardner by the hand. “C’mon, we’ve 
got to get home.”  

“I’m tired,” complained Little Pardner 
as they walked up the street toward the 
Haslam house, which was on the outskirts 
of the city. 

“Me, too,” sighed Red. “I’ll be mighty 
glad to get these dang shoes off—they’re 
killin’ me.” 

 
T WAS nearly morning when the sheriff, 
deputy, and Doc Bishop returned to 

Ocotillo City with the body. They took the 
body down to Doc Bishop’s house, then the 
two officers returned to the office. Haslam 
left Geography at the office after a few 
minutes and hurried up the street to his 
house. He sneaked into his room, and was 
soon asleep. 

The sound of Red Harris in the kitchen 
rattling pans awoke the sheriff. He got out 
of bed and walked into the kitchen where 
he found Red and Little Pardner having 
their breakfast. 

They looked at him, then they both 
started laughing. 

“What’s so funny?” asked Haslam. 
“You,” choked Red. “You—you’re still 

wearin’ your night-shirt.”  
Haslam looked down at himself, then 

he laughed. His night-shirt was too short, 
and it stopped just above the knees, and the 
sleeves came only to his elbows. 

I
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“I guess I do look funny,” he muttered 
as he turned and went back to his bedroom 
where he quickly dressed. When he came 
back, the two boys were finished, but Red 
had the sheriff’s breakfast ready for him. 

“Too bad Tex didn’t hit the murderer,” 
grunted Haslam as he sipped at his coffee. 
“Pancho certainly was upset about it. He 
told three different stories during the time 
we were there.”  

“I’ll bet not one of them was the truth,” 
said Red as he sat down at the table and 
related to the sheriff all he knew. 

“Then you didn’t see the man Tex was 
shootin’ at?” 

“It was too dark,” replied Red. “All I 
could see was the four flashes as Tex fired. 
He said that he saw the man, but it was too 
dark to tell who it was.” 

Haslam shoved his chair back from the 
table and folded his napkin. He got to his 
feet and walked into the living room where 
he found Little Pardner playing with Glub 
and Fitt, his mongrel pup and tall rangy cat. 

“Reckon I’ll go down to the office,” 
said the sheriff. 

“I’ll be down as soon as I get things 
straightened up around here,” said Red as 
he stood in the doorway. 

“You’d better get the overalls washed 
today,” said Haslam. “They’re pilin’ up on 
yuh.”  

“Yeah, but I want to be around—
somethin’ might break,” said Red. 

“You wash first,” ordered the sheriff, 
“then you can come down to the office.”  

Red turned and went back into the 
kitchen while the sheriff left the house. 
Little Pardner left his pets and came into 
the kitchen. 

“I‘ll help yuh wash, Red,” he offered. 
“I can do it,” snorted Red. “You go out 

an’ play in the yard—an’ don’t bother me.” 
 
HE youngster left the house while Red 
busied himself straightening things up. 

It was nearly an hour later when Little 
Pardner came into the house. 

“Red,” he said as he watched Red 
gathering up the clothes, “Daddy just rode 
away.” 

“Rode away?” queried Red. “Where’s 
he goin’?” 

“He told me he was goin’ to 
Copperville,” replied the youngster. “Is the 
circus there today, Red?” 

“He’s not goin’ to the circus,” said Red. 
“He’s goin’ there on business—probably 
about that dead man.” 

“Uh-huh,” nodded Little Pardner. 
“‘That’s what he said—how’d yuh know, 
Red?” 

 “I dunno—mebbe I’m psychic.” 
“What’s psy-psy—what’s that, Red?” 
“It’s well—it’s when yuh seem to know 

somethin’ without havin’ anyone tell yuh 
about it—just like about the sheriff goin’ to 
Copperville,” explained Red. “No one 
knows what causes it and—” 

A knock at the front door caused Red to 
stop. He placed the clothes on a chair and 
hurried to the door. He opened it and 
looked out on the porch where a tall thin 
man stood. 

“Howdy, Mr. McColl,” grinned Red. 
“Won’t yuh come in?” 

“Thanks, Red,” smiled McColl, the 
banker. “Is the sheriff at home?” 

“No,” replied Red as he stepped out on 
the porch and leaned against the doorway. 
“He left a short while ago for Copperville. 
Is there anythin’ I can do for yuh?” 

“I don’t believe there is,” sighed the 
banker. “Will you tell the sheriff that I 
know who the dead man is that was 
brought in last night.” 

“You know?” asked Red eagerly. “Who 
is he?” 

“His name’s Robert North,” replied 
McColl. “He’s a state bank examiner. I 
suppose he was on his way here to check 
my bank. It’s around time for him to put in T 
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an appearance.” 
“How’d you find out about him?” 

asked Red. “I didn’t know that anyone 
knew about the body.” 

“I happened to overhear Tex Rains 
telling my cashier, Lee Watson, about it, so 
I decided to take a look at the body,” 
explained Henry McColl. 

“Oh, that’s different,” grunted Red. 
McColl nodded. “I learn a lot from Tex 

since he secured the job as stage driver. He 
comes in to talk with Watson a great deal, 
and it helps me to keep up with the 
activities around the country.” 

“They must be pretty good friends,” 
said Red. 

“They’re cousins,” replied McColl. 
“Lee Watson was the one that talked me 
into hiring Tex Rains as the stage driver to 
take Buck Ryan’s place when he went to 
work in the office. You see, I also own the 
stage line.”  

“I heard you bought it some time 
back,” said Red. “Well, I’ll tell the sheriff 
when he returns.” 

“That’ll be fine,” smiled Henry McColl 
as he turned and walked down the steps. 
Red watched him as he started downtown, 
then he turned and went into the house. 
Red gathered the washing from the chair 
and took it into the kitchen where he had a 
large tub filled with water. 

“You sure fill yore pockets with junk,” 
Red told Little Pardner as he began 
emptying the pockets of the bib overalls. In 
the gathering, Red brought out five empty 
shells. He looked at them, then he placed 
them on the table. As soon as he placed the 
washing in the tub to soak, he picked up 
the shells. 

“Where’d yuh get these?” he asked. 
Little Pardner looked at them, then 

replied. “I got ‘em last night.” 
“Last night, eh?” grunted Red as he 

looked at them. He looked closely at the 
indent. “All shot by the same gun,” he 

added as he turned and started into the 
living room. 

“Whatcha goin’ to do with my shells?” 
asked Little Pardner. 

“I just want to look at ‘em,” replied 
Red. 

The youngster followed Red into the 
living room. Red stopped at the center 
table, opened a drawer, and brought out an 
old magnifying glass. He took out his red 
bandanna and cleaned the glass, then he 
picked up one shell at a time and looked at 
them under the glass. 

“Oh, hello,” Red heard Little Pardner 
say. 

He glanced at the youngster, then 
slowly turned toward the front door. 
Standing m the doorway was Tex Rains. 
He was watching Red as the boy tried to 
place the glass and shells on the table. 

“I—I’m just lookin’ at these old shells 
to see if they’re worth re-loadin’,” 
stammered Red. 

Tex smiled as he walked over to the 
table and looked down at the five shells. He 
picked one up and looked at it, then tossed 
it back with the others. 

“You can’t shoot thirty-eight shells in 
yore forty-five, Red,” he said with a smile. 

“That’s right,” nodded Red. “I—I never 
thought of that.” Red picked up the shells 
and shoved them into his overalls pocket. 
“That sure was dumb of me, wasn’t it?” he 
added, trying to act indifferently about it.  

“It sure was,” nodded Tex, puzzled a 
little as he glanced about. “Where’s the 
sheriff?” 

“Gone to Copperville,” replied Red. 
“What did yuh want to see him about?” 

“I was just wonderin’ what he found 
out about the dead man,” replied Tex. “I 
thought mebbe he found out somethin’ last 
night when they went after the body. I ain’t 
seen him since, so I was just curious, that’s 
all.” 

“He didn’t find out a thing,” said Red. 
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“I reckon he’s busy tryin’ to track down the 
killer now. I sure hope he gets him.”  

“So do I,” grunted Tex. “I hate to stop 
at Pancho’s place after last night. Never 
can tell when that killer might take a shot at 
me.”  

Red nodded. “If yuh’ll excuse me, I’ve 
got work to do,” he said as he started 
toward the kitchen. 

“Go ahead,” said Tex as he walked out 
of the house. Little Pardner walked to the 
doorway and watched Tex until he was out 
of sight, then he hurried into the kitchen 
where he found Red laboring over the 
washtub. 

“Can I have them shells, Red?” he 
asked. 

“Not now,” replied Red. “I might want 
to use them again today.” “But they won’t 
shoot,” countered Little Pardner. 

“Mebbe they won’t,” grinned Red, “but 
they might backfire.” 

 
ED HARRIS spent the greater part of 
the day around the house, getting the 

washing out, cleaning the house, and 
putting the small stable in order. He 
groomed Diamond, his black horse, and he 
tried to clean up their old mule, but it 
refused to stand still long enough for Red 
to wield the curry-comb. 

Little Pardner followed Red about the 
place, but he usually was busy searching 
for bugs. He found a large scorpion in the 
corral, so he picked it up and brought it 
over to Red. 

“Good grief!” snorted Red as he 
knocked the scorpion out of the 
youngster’s hand. “Won’t you ever learn! 
Some day it’s goin’ to be too darn late—
yuh’ll get bit real bad.” 

“I like ‘em,” grinned Little Pardner. 
“I’m not afraid of ‘em, Red.” 

“Yeah—that’s just the trouble,” grunted 
Red as he took Little Pardner by the hand. 
“C’mon, let’s go up to the house. It’s 

gettin’ near supper time.” 
“Look, Red, there comes Daddy,” said 

the youngster as he pointed past the house 
and down the road. 

“Uh-huh,” nodded Red. “C’mon, I’ll 
race yuh to the road.” The two boys ran 
past the house and out to the road. Red was 
the first to arrive. They waited for the 
sheriff. He rode in close to them and 
stopped. 

“What’s this, a welcomin’ committee?” 
he remarked. 

“Uh-huh,” nodded Little Pardner. “We 
raced, an’ Red beat me.” 

“Wait until you grow up,” smiled the 
officer. 

“We’re glad to see yuh, Daddy.” 
“That’s just fine. Is there anythin’ new, 

Red?” 
“Mr. McColl wants to see yuh,” replied 

Red. “He came just after you left town. He 
looked at the body and identified the dead 
man as the bank examiner.” 

“McColl, eh?” grunted Haslam. “I’ll 
have to have a little chat with him. Perhaps 
he can shed some light on the killing. No 
one in Copperville could help me. The 
depot agent saw him arrive, but that’s all.” 

“I’ll go with yuh to see Mr. McColl,” 
said Red. “I haven’t been away from the 
house all day.” 

“Well, in that case, I suppose it’d be all 
right,” said the sheriff. “I’ll ride on and put 
my bronc in the stable. I’ll meet yuh at the 
office.”  

The two boys watched the sheriff ride 
up the street. Red turned to Little Pardner. 
“Want to go with me, or will yuh stay 
here?” he asked. 

“I’ll stay home,” said the youngster. 
“I’ll play with Glub and Fitt.” 

“All right,” sighed Red, “an’ yuh’d 
better leave all bugs alone until I get back.” 

The youngster turned and walked up to 
the house while Red hurried up the street. 
By the time he arrived at the office, the 

R
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sheriff was just rounding the corner of the 
alley. They entered the office together. 
Geography was out, so they didn’t waste 
any time. 

They crossed the alley and went up to 
the bank. The front door was locked, so 
Haslam knocked. They waited some time 
before Lee Watson opened the door. He 
was a big husky man with a red, flashy 
face, deep-set eyes, and a wide mouth, 
which showed a set of white teeth as he 
smiled at the sheriff. 

“What can I do for you, Sheriff?” he 
asked. 

“I’d like to talk with McColl,” replied 
Haslam. 

“Why, he’s not in right now,” said 
Watson. “In fact, he hasn’t been in his 
office since early this morning. I don’t 
know where he could be. He failed to tell 
me that he wouldn’t be in, so I’m sure I 
don’t know where he is at the present 
time.” 

Haslam scratched his neck. “I wanted 
to see him about the dead man I brought in 
last night,” he said. 

“I heard about him,” said Watson. “A 
terrible thing. North was a very decent 
fellow. We wondered why he hadn’t put in 
an appearance. He’s a little late this time.” 

“Well,” sighed Haslam. “We’ll take a 
look around. If he should return, tell him to 
come to my office.” 

“I’ll do that,” promised Watson as he 
stepped back into the bank and closed the 
door. 

“Where now, Sheriff?” asked Red. 
Haslam shook his head as they walked 

down the steps. “We might as well try the 
Ryan roomin’ house,” he replied. “He 
might be there.” 

 
HEY walked down the street to the 
north end of town where Ma Ryan ran 

her boarding house. It was a large two-
story house where many of the business 

men in town lived. Ma and Art Ryan ran 
the place. Art was new at the rooming 
house business, because he had just retired 
as stage depot agent in favor of his son, 
Buck Ryan. 

Ma Ryan met the sheriff and Red on 
the front porch. She was a small gray-
haired elderly woman. She insisted that 
they sit down in the swing before she 
would talk with them. The sheriff 
questioned her about Henry McColl. 

“Why, bless me,” she sighed. “He 
hasn’t been home since he left for work 
this morning. I was worried about him 
when he failed to come in for dinner, but 
Art said that McColl had too much work, 
and that he probably wanted to finish it.” 

“That’s funny,” muttered Haslam. “He 
hasn’t been at work most of the day.” 

“Mercy me,” sighed Ma Ryan. “Now, 
isn’t that terrible! I wonder what could 
have happened to him? Did you look down 
at the McMann’s?” 

Haslam shook his head. “I‘ll look 
there—and the saloons when I leave here.” 

“Perhaps the McMann’s, but never the 
saloons,” smiled Ma. “Henry McColl isn’t 
a drinking man, Sheriff.”  

Haslam nodded as he got to his feet. 
“Well, we’ve got to be on our way,” he 
said as he put an arm about Red’s shoulder. 
“Thanks a lot, Ma.” 

The two of them hurried back uptown, 
looking in all the stores and offices as they 
went, but Henry McColl wasn’t to be found 
in any of them. The sheriff left Red on the 
sidewalk while he entered The Fill ‘Em Up 
Saloon, but he returned in a few minutes 
without the banker. They walked past the 
hotel and up a side street to where Larry 
McMann and his wife lived in their small 
cottage. Larry was working in the front 
yard. He walked over to the picket fence 
and spoke to the sheriff and Red.  

“No, sir, I haven’t seen McColl for 
several days,” he replied to the sheriff’s 

T 
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question. “He usually drops in several 
times a week to see us. What’s the matter, 
can’t you find him, Sheriff?” 

“He doesn’t seem to be around,” 
replied Haslam. “Well, we’ll go back to the 
office.” 

At the corner, Red stopped. ‘‘I’ll go 
home,” he said. “I can’t help yuh no more, 
Sheriff. Mr. McColl’s just disappeared, 
that’s all.” 

Haslam nodded. “It does look that 
way,” he agreed. “I can’t figure out what 
happened to him. Perhaps Geography 
might know something.” 

Red watched the sheriff go down the 
street, then he walked to the edge of the 
high boardwalk where he sat down. He 
leaned back against the hitching post in 
front of the hotel. His mind was disturbed. 
What had happened to Henry McColl? Did 
someone kidnap him? Was his 
disappearance connected with the murder 
of Robert North, the bank examiner? Red 
tried to piece them together. Far back in his 
mind there was something that bothered 
him. Red tried to figure out just what it 
was. Last night and the murder! That’s 
what it was—it was something about last 
night—but what? Red couldn’t determine. 
He got slowly to his feet. 

“What’s the matter, Red—are yuh 
sick?” asked a voice. 

Red blinked several times, and looked 
over his shoulder. Standing on the walk in 
front of the hotel was Tex Rains. He smiled 
as he came forward. 

“Oh, I was just thinkin’,” replied Red 
weakly. 

“Yuh shouldn’t think, if it makes yuh 
look that way,” said Tex. “You looked 
mighty pale for a few minutes. I thought 
yuh was goin’ to faint.” 

“I’m all right,” said Red as he turned 
and started up the street. He had gone a 
hundred feet, when he stopped and looked 
back. Tex Rains was entering the hotel. 

Red thought for a moment, then he turned 
and walked back to the corner. He turned to 
his left and walked alongside the hotel, 
across an alley which ran behind the 
buildings, and down to a small stable used 
by the Ocotillo-Copperville Stage Line. He 
stopped in front of the door and glanced 
about. No one was around, so he stepped 
inside. 

The place was fairly large, and the 
stage rested in the center of the large 
runway. Red paused inside and listened, 
but there was no one in the stable. He 
opened the stage door and looked inside. 
The light was poor, but it was all that Red 
needed. He felt around the interior of the 
stage, but when he failed to find what he 
was searching for, he climbed out and 
closed the door. He then turned his 
attention to the driver’s seat. 

Red climbed up on the seat and sat 
down. He waited for a minute, then he 
began feeling about the floorboard. He 
didn’t find a thing there, so he dug his hand 
down behind the cushion and felt along. 
Suddenly Red’s hand stopped. He glanced 
nervously about, then drew out his hand. 
Gripped in his hand was a gun. He looked 
at it closely. 

“Tex’s extra gun,” he muttered as he 
felt it over. Just then there was a sound at 
the doorway. Red stiffened in the seat. He 
slipped the gun inside the waist-band of his 
overalls just as a voice spoke. 

“Who’s in here?”  
Red leaned out from the seat and 

looked down in Tex Rains’ tan face. Red 
swallowed hard and tried to smile. 

“I—I’m lookin’ for a whistle that Little 
Pardner left on the seat last night,” he 
replied weakly. 

“Oh,” grunted Tex as he climbed up on 
the seat. “I’ll help yuh look fer it.” 

“It’s not here,” said Red. “I’ve looked 
everywhere.” Red moved in front of Tex, 
blocking his way, so the driver backed 
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down to the ground while Red followed.  
“Too bad if he lost that whistle,” said 

Tex. “Little Pardner thought a lot of it last 
night.” 

“Uh-huh,” nodded Red. “Say, the 
sheriff got back from Copperville,” added 
Red, changing the subject. “He didn’t find 
out a thing.” 

“Too bad,” grunted Tex as they walked 
to the doorway. “If I hadn’t missed that 
murderer with all five shots, the sheriff 
could have a rest.” 

Red eyed Tex Rains in the late 
afternoon light, and wondered why he was 
lying. He had seen Tex fire four times. Red 
nodded his head. “It was hard shootin’, 
that’s all,” he said. 

“Yeah,” nodded Tex. “I ain’t the best 
shot in the west, but I can usually hit a man 
once out of five times.”  

“We all miss sometime or other,” 
smiled Red. “Last night was yore time to 
miss. Mebbe next time you’d get him with 
one shot.”  

“I sure hope so,” grunted Tex as he 
scratched his neck. “Only I hope there ain’t 
goin’ to be no next time.”  

“There might not be,” said Red. “The 
sheriff might round up the killer real 
soon—before he gets a chance to do 
anything.”  

“I hope he does,” sighed Tex. “Well, 
I’m sorry yuh couldn’t find that whistle, 
Red. Mebbe Little Pardner lost it 
somewhere’s else.”  

“It could be,” said Red. “Well, I’ve got 
work to do. See yuh later, Tex.” Red turned 
and hurried down the street to the main 
street. He rounded the corner and stopped 
in front of the hotel where he sighed deeply 
and wiped the sweat from his brow. 

“Whe-e-e-ew,” he sighed. “That’s what 
yuh call close!” 

 
HE sun was slowly sinking over the 
Calico Range, sending long purple 

shadows across the fronts of the buildings 
across from the hotel. Red watched them 
for several minutes before he moved down 
the street toward the sheriff’s office. He 
walked slowly, his mind busy trying to 
figure things out. He stopped in the 
doorway of the office and looked inside. 

Seated behind the desk was Geography 
Jones. He looked at Red, then his lean face 
broke into a broad grin. “Come in, Red, an’ 
rest yore feet,” he said. “I won’t bite yuh.” 

Red entered, crossed over to the desk, 
where he sat down on one of the corners. 
“Where’s the sheriff?” he asked. 

“I dunno,” replied the deputy. “The last 
time I saw him, he stopped in here to see if 
McColl had come around. Seems that the 
good banker is missin’.” 

“It looks that way,” nodded Red. “I 
went with the sheriff for awhile, but I got 
tired of gettin’ the same answer. No one 
has seen Mr. McColl since he came down 
to our house this morning. I reckon I was 
the last one to see him.” 

“What’d you do to him?”  
“Do?” queried Red. “I didn’t do a darn 

thing, but now I wished I’d a-kept him 
there until the sheriff returned.”  

“Just what do you make out of it, Red?”  
“I dunno,” confessed Red. “I’ve been 

thinkin’ about it a lot, but I’m not just sure. 
There’s somethin’ that’s botherin’ me, and 
I just can’t put my finger on it. I do think 
that McColl’s disappearance is connected 
with the murder of the bank examiner.”  

“Yuh really do, eh?” grunted 
Geography. “I never gave it much thought 
in that direction, but now that yuh mention 
it, I can see that you might be right.” 

“I might be,” sighed Red, “and, I might 
be far off the track. Time will tell.” 

“Time,” grunted Geography as he dug 
deep in his overalls pocket and brought out 
his battered old watch. He looked at it, then 
up at Red. “Golly, but this afternoon’s sure 
gone fast. It’s nearly supper time.”  T 
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Red nodded. “I guess I should go home 
and fix supper, but I’m not hungry.” 

“Too much on yore mind,” remarked 
the deputy. “Mebbe Spike will feel like 
eatin’ at the restaurant—then it’ll save yuh 
a lot of work. How’s about it, Red?”  

“That suits me,” replied Red. “You try 
to put it over for me, and I’ll sure 
appreciate it.” Red got to his feet and 
walked to the doorway, where he nearly 
bumped into Lee Watson. 

“Is the sheriff around?” he asked. 
“He’s not here,” replied Geography. 

“Somethin’ wrong, Watson?” 
“Oh, no, I was just wondering if he 

found McColl, that’s all,” replied the bank 
cashier. 

“So far he hasn’t,” replied Red. “I think 
he’s still lookin’ for him. You haven’t any 
idea where to look, have yuh, Watson?” 

Watson shook his head. “I can’t think 
of a place,” he replied. “I never gave it a 
great deal of thought until the sheriff came 
to the bank for McColl. I figured he was 
sick and had gone home—which he often 
does without saying a word to me.”  

The bank cashier shrugged his 
shoulders, then he turned and walked out of 
the office. Red looked at the deputy. 

“Well,” he said. “Guess I’ll wander 
around a little.” He turned and slipped out 
of the building. He paused on the walk and 
glanced about. There was hardly anyone on 
the street at this time. The sun was down 
behind the Calicos, and the darkness was 
slowly creeping into town. Red walked up 
the street, taking his time. He stopped at 
each store and looked inside, but he didn’t 
see either the sheriff or McColl. At the end 
of town, he turned and started down the 
other side of the street. 

Red was nearly across from the 
sheriff’s office when he saw a man leading 
two saddle horses going down the alley 
between the office and the bank. Red 
paused. In the dim light, he was unable to 

tell who it was. Red hurried down the walk 
until be was opposite to the alley, but he 
couldn’t see anyone. He stopped, 
wondering who it was, and what were they 
doing going down that alley? 

Red sat down on the edge of the high 
boardwalk and waited, thinking that 
perhaps the man might come back to the 
street. After some time, Red decided that 
the man wasn’t coming back. He thought it 
over. Should he go down there and see 
what the man was up to, or should he wait 
for the sheriff? Red scratched his neck 
thoughtfully, then he shoved his hand into 
his overalls pocket. His eyes widened as he 
pulled out his hand. He glanced down at an 
empty shell that he held. He put the shell 
back in his pocket. 

“That’s it!” he muttered as he got to his 
feet. “Just as sure as I’m standin’ here—
that’s it!”  

He started across the street, but instead 
of entering the sheriff’s office, he walked 
slowly down the alley between the two 
buildings. Red heard a noise, so he stopped 
and listened. It sounded like someone 
moving about. He waited, but the sound 
continued. Red took a deep breath and 
started on, this time he was careful not to 
make any more noise than he could help. 
As he came to the corner of the bank, he 
stopped. In the dark, Red could make out 
the dark outlines of two horses. He moved 
in close to them as they moved restlessly 
about. 

“Hold it, feller,” whispered Red as he 
patted one of the horses. “Somethin’s 
wrong,” he added as he walked toward the 
rear door of the bank. He moved in close to 
the door and put his ear against it and 
listened. He could hear a slight sound, then 
the door was yanked away from him, 
causing him to fall forward into the bank! 

“What in the—” Red’s words were cut 
short as something heavy struck him 
alongside the head. It was a glancing blow, 



BACKFIRED 12

but it stunned the boy. He could hear 
sounds, but they weren’t clear. Presently he 
heard a voice say: 

“I thought so! It’s that damn Harris 
kid.” 

“Yeah,” drawled another voice. “But 
yuh killed him—he’s deader’n hell!” 

“He’s dead,” agreed the first voice, “but 
we’ve got to work faster. That sheriff won’t 
be fooled much longer. We’ve got to get 
out of here tonight an’ head for Mexico.” 

Red could dimly hear them as they 
moved away from him. A thought flashed 
through his mind—was he really dead? 
They thought he was. He tried to move his 
right arm. It moved. He wasn’t dead after 
all! Red wanted to laugh. 

The boy lay still and listened, as his 
strength began to return. He waited 
patiently while the men moved about the 
room. Red wondered what he could do. He 
opened his eyes and tried to look about the 
room, but he couldn’t see a thing. The blow 
on the head nauseated him as he tried to 
move a little, so he decided the best thing 
to do was to stay in one position for awhile 
until something broke for him. As he 
straightened out, something shoved against 
his stomach. He slowly moved his right 
hand across his body and felt. 

Red sighed deeply and a slight smile 
crossed his face in the dark as his hand 
closed over the butt of Tex Rains’ extra 
gun that he had taken from the stage. Just 
then he heard a sound, and looked up just 
as one of the men came around the corner 
of the room. 

He walked over to Red. ‘‘I’ll bring him 
in there,” he said as he grabbed Red by the 
shirt collar and began dragging him across 
the floor. They went into another room, 
where the man shoved Red against the 
wall. 

The boy slowly opened his eyes and 
then glanced about to see where they had 
dragged him to. He was in the main part of 

the bank. Not so far away were several 
desks, and a short distance beyond them 
was the large plate-glass front window with 
the lettering on it. From out on the street, 
the dim light filtered inside, giving Red 
enough light to see what was goin’ on. The 
two men were across the room at the vault. 

“If that damn bank examiner hadn’t 
showed up and ruined everything, we could 
have kept McColl in the dark for weeks,” 
said one of the men. “Now he had to get 
wise. Why do we have to hurry? No one 
will savvy, and McColl will keep in that 
vault for weeks.” 

“Clean out the vault an’ let’s high-tail it 
fer Mexico,” snorted the other man as he 
straightened up. “We’ll dump the kid’s 
body into the vault, too—that nosey little 
devil!” 

“But we don’t have to—” 
“Shut up an’ do what I say,” snarled the 

standing man. “We’re gettin’ out of here 
tonight. That sheriff ain’t so damn dumb!” 

“All right,” sighed the other man, “but 
give me a hand with this—I can’t do it all.” 

“I‘ve done plenty already,” snapped the 
man as he turned and walked toward the 
front window. 

 
ED swallowed hard as he watched the 
man. In the dim light, Red was able to 

recognize Tex Rains! Tex stopped short of 
the window and glanced outside, then he 
turned and walked back to the vault. 

“It’s still clear outside,” he said. “The 
kid isn’t missed yet.” 

“No one would think of looking here, 
anyway,” said the other man as he got to 
his feet. He moved across the room in front 
of Red, carrying two large canvas sacks. In 
the light, Red saw that it was Lee Watson! 

“There’s more cash in the drawers,” 
said Watson as he returned to the vault. 
“Shall we get it?”  

“Sure,” replied Tex. “We won’t leave a 
red cent,”  

R
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Red watched as Watson and Rains left 
the vault and went around the counter and 
to the front of the bank. Red swallowed 
hard, then he gathered his strength and 
began to move along the floor toward the 
rear of the bank. Red wanted to get out 
through the rear door and find the sheriff. 

Crash! Red nearly screamed out as he 
bumped into a chair and knocked it over 
against the wall, where it fell to the floor. 
Red gathered his wits and slid across the 
floor and in behind one of the desks as he 
heard Watson’s voice: 

“What was that?” 
“Quiet, yuh fool!” snapped Tex. 
The room was in silence for possibly a 

minute before Tex’s voice was heard again. 
“I reckon the chair was unbalanced,” he 
said. 

“Perhaps,” sighed Watson. “I’ve 
cleaned out this till—what about you?” 

“I’m ready,” replied Tex. “Get that kid 
an’ drag him into the vault with McColl.” 

Watson came out from behind the 
counter and walked over to the wall, where 
he stopped and looked about. 

“Where’d you put him, Tex?” he asked 
anxiously. 

“By the wall, yuh fool!” snapped Tex. 
“He—he isn’t there,” stammered 

Watson. “I—I thought he was dead.”  
There was the scraping of boots as Tex 

rounded the counter and came in beside 
Watson. He glanced nervously about. 

“My God!” he gasped. “I—I put him 
right there—an’ he was dead.”  

“Dead people don’t move by 
themselves,” said Watson as he turned and 
glanced about the room. “That noise—it 
must have—” 

“Quiet!” snapped Tex. “There’s 
someone out in front.” 

“We’ve got to get out of here,” said 
Watson. 

“Stay low,” warned Tex. “I’ll see what 
they’re doin’.”  

Watson knelt down in the dark while 
Tex made his way across the room toward 
the front window. Red held his breath, his 
mind in a whirl, wondering what he should 
do. He fingered the gun. Slowly he pulled 
it out from inside the waistband of his 
overalls. Should he shoot?  

Slowly Red placed his left hand on the 
top edge of the desk, then he started to raise 
himself. His ears were tense trying to catch 
any extra sound from Watson or Tex, but 
he failed to notice anything as he 
straightened to his knees and peered over 
the top of the desk toward the front 
window. He could see Tex silhouetted 
against the front window. Red’s mind was 
busy trying to figure out what to do, when 
his hand rested on a heavy ink-well. He 
quickly shifted the gun to his left hand, 
then he grasped the ink-well in his right 
hand. Red raised himself a little higher, 
then with all his might, he hurled the 
inkwell straight at the large front window. 

Crash! The ink-well sailed through the 
window, sending glass showering in 
several directions. Tex ducked back from 
the window, muttering a curse. There was a 
man’s voice out in front of the bank, 
shouting for help. 

 
ED slipped down behind the desk and 
waited, the gun clutched tight in both 

hands. Tex hurried toward the rear of the 
bank, where Watson was scrambling to his 
feet. 

“Wha-a-a-at happened?” stammered 
Watson. 

“Hell just broke loose,” replied Tex. 
“That damn redhead’s loose in here. 
C’mon, get those sacks an’ let’s fan fer the 
hills.”  

Both men turned and hurried over to 
where they had piled the loot. Red could 
hear someone yelling out on the street, and 
he knew that his ink-well was bringing 
results. Tex and Watson were grunting, as 

R
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they loaded swiftly. It was too dark for Red 
to know just what they were doing, until 
one of them came rushing past him, 
heading for the rear door, and the boy 
shoved out a leg. The resulting collision 
nearly broke Red’s ankle, but the man went 
down with a crash, and his companion, 
running heavily, tripped over him and went 
sprawling. 

Red slid swiftly away, as Tex ripped 
out a withering curse and fired a shot from 
close to the floor. Watson cried sharply, 
and from out in front of the bank came a 
yell. A moment later, someone broke out 
more of the front window, and Tex fired 
twice toward the window. 

“I’m done!” gasped Watson. “Leg is 
broken. Get going, Tex—don’t mind me.”  

Tex cursed and started for the rear door. 
Red could only see the darker blur, which 
was Tex; but he fired by guess. He heard 
Tex go down, as the back door crashed 
open. The rest of it, for a moment, was 
rather confused for Red, because he tried to 
get to his feet, but he hit his head against 
the corner of the desk. 

The room was full of men, and lanterns 
lighted up the place. Lee Watson was 
sprawled on the floor, white-faced as he 
looked up at the men. Tex was sitting on 
the floor, his wrists linked together, and 
there was money all over the floor. 

Geography leaned over and examined 
Red’s head. The boy squinted with both 
pain and amazement as he looked up at the 
lanky deputy. 

“Geography,” he said weakly. “Yo’re 
black in the face!” 

“I’m black in the shirt, too,” said 
Geography. “Somebody threw ink all over 
me—right through the front window.” 

“Excuse me,” said Red soberly. “I had 
to send for help. Sheriff, if yuh can open 
the vault, yuh’ll find Mr. McColl in there.”  

Luckily, the vault had not been locked, 
and they soon had Henry McColl safely out 
and untied. The banker was half-sick, but 
happy. 

“They were stealing me blind,” he 
declared. “Watson doctored the books. Tex 
was watching for the bank examiner, and 
had to kill him to cover their work. They 
knew they had to get away when I 
happened to return this morning and 
overheard them planning. They locked me 
up in the vault.”  

Haslam turned to Red, who was on his 
feet with Geography’s help. 

“You guessed all this, Red?” he asked 
in amazement. 

 “Tex made a mistake,” said Red 
wearily. “He said he shot five times at the 
man who killed the bank examiner. I saw 
him shoot four times, but Little Pardner 
picked up five empty shells, when Tex 
unloaded his six-shooter. That fifth shot 
killed Robert North. Those five shells sure 
backfired on Tex Rains.”  

Haslam turned to Tex, who snarled up 
at him. 

“Yo’re headin’ for a rope, Tex,” he 
said, “but would yuh like to say anythin’?” 

“Just one thing,” replied Tex. “The 
mistake I made was in not havin’ fired six 
times. That red-headed kid is too smart.” 

“There will be a reward,” said McColl 
quickly. “Red saved the bank and he also 
saved my life. He gets the reward.”  

Red grinned, as the men looked at him 
in the lantern-light. 

“We’ll split it,” he said weakly. 
“Split with who?” asked Haslam 

quickly. 
“Little Pardner. If he hadn’t picked up 

them shells—where’d I be?” 

 


