
Texas Rangers, May, 1948 

THE SHORT STRAWS 
By JOHNSTON CARROLL 

 
Braille’s right there when rustlers raid the Diamond T 

 
AKE BRAILLE sat alone at the long 
table in the Diamond T bunkhouse and 
wearily turned cards from a worn deck 

in a game of solitaire. 
“Saturday night,” he mused aloud, “and I 

got to go draw me a short straw again!” He 
shook his head. “Anyhow, it was long 
enough to beat Shorty and Tod out of 
nighthawk duty.”  

He mussed up the solitaire spread and 
stood up and stretched then. A lanky man 
with a craggy face and hair as black as soot, 
Braille would have been considered a top 
hand on any cattle outfit in the West. He 
could rope and ride with the best of them, 
and he could shoot too, if it came to that. 

He took his hat from the table and went 
to the doorway, one hand fumbling for 
tobacco and papers in his shirt pocket. Even 
the Old Man had gone to town this Saturday 
night so that the ranchhouse lay squat and 
dark as the other buildings, with only the 
roofs limned sharply against the bright 
prairie starshine. 

Jake began to put together a smoke when 
suddenly he paused, hearing the staccato 
beat of fast-coming hoofs cleave the night. 
One of the boys drifting back from town, he 
thought, and then abruptly dropped the 
cigarette he was making and turned back into 
the bunkhouse. 

Was it one of the boys drifting back, he 
would be doing just that—drifting. He 
wouldn’t be coming in hell-for-leather like 
this dude was, as though his very life 
depended upon the speed of his horse. 

Braille lifted his guns from the wall peg 
beside his bunk and swiftly buckled them on. 
He was at the table in a couple of long 

strides, turning the lamp down, blowing it 
out. Then he stepped to the door once more. 

 
The horse swept into the yard, sharply 

breaking gait as it slowed. 
“Jake! Jake!” The falsetto pitch of the 

voice was unmistakably that of old Tod 
Campbell. 

Jake BraiIle left the bunkhouse on the 
run. He caught the bridle of the big roan 
Campbell was riding just as it came to a 
slewing halt, then caught the wiry old man 
who lurched from the saddle. 

“Jake, where are yuh?” Campbell cried 
hysterically, growing limp in Braille’s arms. 
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“Easy, old-timer,” said Braille. “I’m 
right here with yuh.” He lowered Campbell 
gently to the ground. “What’s up, anyway?”  

“Rustlers!” Tod Campbell gasped. “They 
got Shorty. They’re takin’ the herd. And next 
thing, some of ‘em’ll be here after that 
blooded stuff in the big corral. Turn ‘em out, 
Jake, and stampede ‘em with a few shots. 
They’ll never round ‘em up in the brush 
hereabouts, dark as it is. You—” 

 
HE old man broke off in a fit of 
coughing. 

“Easy does it, Tod,” Braille said quietly. 
“I’ll handle this, don’t do no more worryin’ 
about it.”  

“No!” Campbell moaned. “This ain’t no 
time to be a danged hero. Yuh do like I say. 
Turn out the blooded stuff and scatter ‘em, 
then hightail to town for the boys. They’re 
too many for yuh. They won’t give yuh no 
more chance’n they did me and Shorty. Git 
now!” 

“But you—” Braille started to say, then 
paused as the old man began to cough again. 
When Campbell finished, his legs kicking 
convulsively before he lay still, Braille knew 
the oldster would never hear what he had to 
say. He would never again hear what anyone 
on this earth had to say. 

Braille looked down at the man, sweat 
and blood agleam on his face in the starlight, 
and he swore softly. Tod Campbell had been 
particularly close to him, and Shorty had 
been a friend, too. 

It could have been me, he thought. You 
just drew shorter straws, is all. 

“But rest easy, boys,” he muttered. 
“Them that did it will pay, don’t trouble 
yoreselves about that. If it’s the last thing I 
do alive, I’ll see they pay, and pay plenty.”  

He thought of the blooded stock in the 
big corral then and whirled. But even as he 
did so, he heard the muted sound of riders 
stealthily approaching. And then he made 
out dark figures against the night, moving 

into the yard at the far side. 
A wedge of flame leaped from their 

midst and Braille felt a bullet pluck at a 
loose fold of his shirt. Almost magically 
then, his right-hand gun was out and firing at 
the muzzle flash. A man screamed hoarsely, 
but Braille did not see him fall. Already he 
was headed for the shelter of the bunkhouse, 
doubled over, in a crazy, weaving, 
zigzagging run. 

He heard bullets swish past him to rattle 
against the wall. Then, knowing they would 
be laying a curtain of fire over the dark 
aperture which was the doorway, he dived 
through the open front window of the 
bunkhouse. 

Braille pushed shut the door, leaving just 
enough of an opening to fire through. He 
shot rapidly, aiming at the bunched mass of 
riders, and fired until his gun was empty. 
Then he stepped back away from the spot 
and smiled grimly at the fusillade of bullets 
that pelted the door. 

A heavy box caught his eye. He upended 
it against a corner of the window and 
crouched behind it. Maybe I can keep ‘em 
busy until some of the boys get back, he 
thought, and save the Old Man’s blooded 
stuff after all. 

He loaded his empty right-hand gun and 
peered cautiously around the box that now 
shielded a corner of the window. 

“Let him be!” someone sang out. “All we 
want is those beefs in the corral, and the 
quicker we chouse ‘em out of there the 
better.”  

Braille could see the gate of the corral 
plainly in the starlight. But it was at long 
range for six-guns. He turned abruptly and 
got his Winchester from its boot below his 
bunk, then returned to the window, pushing 
long shells into the magazine. Levering a 
shell into the breech, he rested the barrel on 
the window sill and further braced it against 
the box. Then he drew down on the spot 
where he knew the gate toggle of the corral 
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to be. 
When he saw the dark form of a man slip 

from saddle and come into the sights to get 
at the toggle, Braille carefully squeezed the 
trigger. The muzzle bloom of the Winchester 
blinded him for a moment, but when he 
could see again, he made out the dark 
shadow the man made against the ground by 
the foot of the gate. 

“He’s pickin’ us off like flies!” a voice 
cried. “We got to get him out of the way 
first, Red, ‘fore we can move this stuff.” 

“All right, get him then,” replied a gruff 
voice. “Smoke him out if yuh have to!” 

Well, it wouldn’t be long now, Braille 
thought wryly. He was keeping ‘em busy, 
anyway, and he’d take some more of the 
dirty sidewinders with him when he went. 

He saw the rustlers deploy and begin to 
inch in on foot. He shot the Winchester once 
more. He fired through the door crack at an 
approaching form and saw the man 
straighten and fall silently. Then he was back 
at the window, and it was a job for six-guns 
again. 

 
E SNAPPED a couple of quick shots at 
a shadow that loomed close against the 

bunkhouse wall, but saw the shadow skip 
around the comer and knew he’d missed. 
He’d seen something else in the flash from 
his guns that caused him to pause, however. 
Red letters on the box he’d propped in the 
window. 

Dynamite! He’d been using a box of 
dynamite for protection! 

It was when he saw the flickering 
reflection of flames on the ground, as the 
rustlers pitched ignited hay onto the roof 
from the side of the bunkhouse, that the idea 
occurred to Braille. Smoke him out, would 
they? His lips quirked in a sardonic grin. 

He quickly procured the box of dynamite 
caps from atop the rafter at the far end of the 

bunkhouse. Then, ripping apart a straw tick 
from one of the vacant bunks, he set the caps 
on a mound of dry straw against the base of 
the dynamite box. 

The roof was going fast and already 
streamers of fire were falling through to the 
bunkhouse floor. Braille waited until he saw 
one of them set fire to the pile of dry straw 
before he pulled open the door and hurtled 
out into the night. Shots buzzed all around 
him, but there was no pausing to return them 
now. Braille was digging out of there—
running for his life. 

It was as though a great hand smote him 
from behind. The blast lifted him from the 
ground and hurled him perhaps a dozen feet 
forward to bring up on his face in the hard-
packed dirt of the ranch yard. 

He lay there for a moment, dazed. Then 
he sat up and looked at where the bunkhouse 
had been, with the rustlers gathered close 
around in their attempt to tally him so that 
they could get the stock out of the corral 
unmolested. Only a flattened, twisted ruin 
remained, and save for smoke which eddied 
slowly into the night sky, not a thing stirred. 

He smiled grimly then, as suddenly he 
was remembering that it had been Tod 
Campbell and Shorty who had only that 
morning hauled the box of dynamite out 
from town to use in clearing some of the 
waterholes on the south range. And it had 
been Tod, the crew’s dynamiter, who’d said 
there wasn’t any danger in storing it in the 
bunkhouse so long as you kept the sticks and 
caps separated. 

Braille spat dirt out of his mouth, and 
spat again. Then he took a shortened 
broomstraw from his shirt pocket and began 
to pick sand from between his front teeth 
with it. 

“Anyhow, Tod,” he said, looking toward 
the dark mound of the old man’s body, “it 
was a day for the short straws.” 
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