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  Mike Clay had a rough night at the football game last night. His Saturday fixing fences and checking cows became worse after he spotted the two four-wheelers roaring out of Canada. The nightmare grew when the jerks cut his fence, shot cows, then opened fire on him. How do you stop them with no cell service and no neighbors close enough to help? Sometimes a rancher must do what he has to do.
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  This is a work of fiction. All characters or incidents are a figment of the author's imagination and any resemblance to any incident or any person living or dead is purely coincidental.


   



   



  Montana Hi-Line Terrorist


   



  The sound came from a long ways away. Mike Clay groaned as he heard it but he managed to roll over and go back to sleep. In another few minutes he heard the voice again, "Mike, time to get up. I need you to help me today."


  "Mike, do you hear me?"


  "I hear you. I'm moving," Mike's raspy voice replied. He had yelled too hard last night at the football game.


  A grimace crossed his face as he sat up and swung his feet to the floor. He felt every hit from the opposing lineman this morning. Slipping his feet into some slippers, he trudged to the bathroom.


  After a few minutes in the shower, he felt more human and quickly dressed to head to the kitchen. When he walked in, his mom, dad and sister were already sitting at the table eating. Abbie his sister, said, "What's the matter, big brother? Can't take the night life anymore? We've been up for an hour."


  Mike glanced out the east window. The sun just barely peeked out over the horizon. He said, "You try letting some of those bruisers pound you like they did me last night. Then let's see how perky you are the next day."


  Dad said, "Alright you two. Mike, I need you to go over to the Big Coulee to check fences and the cows. Ed thought he saw a couple of wolves crossing his place. We can't afford to lose any stock to wolves. By the way, good game last night. Looks like Havre might have a shot at going to State this year."


  "Yeah, everyone's really fired up. I'll take the four wheeler…"


  "It has a wrecked tire. I'll try to pick up another one when I take the wheat into town today. I have to make two loads. You'll have to take your horse."


  "Aww, that'll take hours. I'm supposed to call Sue about going to the dance tonight. How'll I do that? There's no cell service out there."


  Abbie said, "I can call her for you. Want me to get all mushy like you would?"


  Mike growled, "I hear you've even thought of calling her and I'll…"


  Dad intervened, "That's enough. I'll drag the horse trailer over by Ole's place and you can take off from there. If you hustle, you should be back by suppertime. I wouldn't ask you to after a game like last night, but I need you to check down in the coulee. The weather forecast calls for a storm tomorrow."


  "I can do it, Dad. I'm seventeen and can pull my weight on the ranch."


  Mom said, "We know you are, son. Take your binoculars and '.06. I'll pack a lunch and a snack."


  Mike brightened, "Yeah, maybe I can get in some shooting at some coyotes. Get ready for hunting season."


  They finished breakfast. Mike and his dad headed to the barn to saddle a horse. They loaded him into the trailer. Mike stopped in the house to get his slicker and a heavier coat. He also grabbed the rifle, extra shells and the binoculars.


  As soon as he jumped into the pickup, his dad took off. They drove in silence for the first five miles, then his dad said, "I threw in your chaps and spurs. You do have a rope on your saddle, don't you?"


  "Yeah. It's still there from when we worked the cows the last time. What's got you spooked, Dad?"


  "I don't know. Maybe I'm worried about the weather. Looking at those clouds, I'd say the weather man missed his prediction. I think the storm will hit earlier than tomorrow afternoon."


  "I'll be alright. I brought my heavy coat and a slicker. Mom packed enough food for three days, like usual."


  "She knows you're a growing boy." They both chuckled.


  Another ten miles of driving brought them to Ole's place. When the pickup stopped, Mike climbed out to unload the horse. He slipped the rifle in the scabbard while his dad packed the extra shells and the lunch in the saddlebags. Checking to make sure he had fencing tools in there too, he gave Mike a pat on the back before getting back in the pickup.


  Mike double checked his binoculars and canteen. Then he tightened up the cinch on the saddle. He said, "Horse, I saw you suck in that big breath. I'm not falling for that old trick any more. I was just a kid then. I think you joined Abbie and Dad in laughing at me when the saddle slipped to the side."


  As he worked, he thought, if I head right up to the Canadian border, work the coulees there, then ease down into the Big Coulee, I'll only have to ride about twenty-five miles today. Once I warm this nag up, I can trot him to make some time. I should be back at the house before supper. I'll still have time to call Sue and get to the dance.


  Grabbing the reins and a handful of mane, Mike swung into the saddle. He walked for the first quarter mile then lifted the horse into a trot. Thirty minutes later, he came to the first gate. Swinging down, he opened the gate and led the horse through. Carefully closing the gate, he swung back into the saddle.


  He looked north into Canada. Two plumes of dust moved across the prairie in the distance. Pulling the binoculars out of the case, he focused on the two dust trails. He saw two four wheelers moving at a steady pace. They didn't appear to be traveling as fast as most would.


  I'll bet its some newbies with brand new machines. Bring them up here, boys, and let me show you how to ride them. Oh well, I'd better get on with my chores.


  As he rode the fence line, Mike kept an eye on the two four wheelers. Finding a broken wire, he stepped off to repair it. When he remounted, he could no longer see the machines. He trotted along the fence and checked coulees as he went for cows.


  All of the herd along here appeared to be doing just fine. He reached the lip of the Big Coulee and looked down the hundred foot drop. The fence in the middle was down. Cows could now drift north into Canada.


  A coyote suddenly loped into view from down the Big Coulee. Something had spooked it. Mike pulled his rifle and stepped down. He held on to the lead rope, but moved a little ways away from his horse.


  Sighting in on the moving animal, he touched off a shot. Dust flew two feet behind it. He jacked another shell into the chamber and led the animal a little farther. The next shot knocked the coyote off its feet. Mike moved back to the horse and shoved the rifle into the scabbard.


  Mounting up, he rode to a cattle trail dropping down into the coulee. When he reached the bottom, he exclaimed in surprise, "Horse, that's four wheeler tracks. I wonder if those jerks cut the wire. If I catch them, I'll – I'll do something."


  Turning the horse to the fence, he found all three wires had been cut. Muttering to himself, he pulled enough slack out of the wires to twist them together. Now he'd have to make another trip to get this fixed right.


  Mike's anger grew as he worked on the fence. Getting it fixed the best he could, he mounted his horse again. As he rode past the dead coyote, he heard a gunshot down the coulee. Two others followed shortly.


  What have we got here? Rustlers? Poachers? I'd better keep on my toes. I think I'll track them a ways before I finish checking the cows and fence.


  A mile down the coulee Mike found the first dead cow. A hundred yards away, two more lay on the ground. One of those still threshed on the ground. He rode over to it and saw that the front legs had been blown off.


  He stepped down and used his knife to cut the cow's throat. His anger grew white hot. Deciding to try to salvage the meat, he bled out the other two dead animals. Moving quickly, he gutted all three.


  I can't do anything else. I'll prop the ribs open so they can cool out. Maybe the coyotes won't have them eaten by the time I get back. Who are these dirty rats? Killing them, then leaving them to rot. I can't wait to catch up to those scum.


  Mike climbed into the saddle and spurred his horse to a fast trot. Pulling the rifle, he kept it across the saddle horn. He saw bunches of cattle, but didn't pay much attention to them. All he could think of was to catch the jerks who had cut the fence and shot the cows.


  As he rode, he felt the first drops of rain. Sliding the rifle back into the scabbard, he stopped to put on his coat and slicker. After he had buttoned the last button, the rain began. He left the rifle in the scabbard and kicked the horse into a trot.


  The rain dropped his range of vision but he knew it did the same for the turkey-lips on the four wheelers. He tried to listen for the machines but only heard the rain and thunder. After fifteen minutes, he noticed that the water had started to run into the dry creek. The rain from the last two weeks made the ground near the creek boggy in places. He would have to watch for mired cows.


  Much more of this and we'll have water running in that creek. I hope those guys get down in it and get stuck. I'll make them walk all the way back to the house. Man, I hope Mom or Abbie don't come looking for me. They might shoot at them. Why can't my cell work out here when I need it? Who are these goons anyway?


  The steady rain made the ground slick. His horse's hooves grew bigger with the mud caked on them. Before long, Mike noticed that the four wheelers were having more trouble than his horse. Their tracks doubled in size.


  The wind blew harder, making him shiver. If those jerks aren't prepared, they'll get hypothermia. Then I won't have to do anything. What if they are though?


  Mike thought about digging something out to eat but decided to wait just a little longer. He noticed his horse's ears flicking forward. "What's the matter, Rusty? Do you hear something?"


  A little later, Mike heard it, too. The sound of a four wheeler revving up. The noise didn't move away. A grin spread on Mike's face. Ha. You yard apes just rode into a bog didn't you. I hope you're stuck up to your neck.


  Guiding Rusty over to the right side of the coulee, he reached for his rifle then stopped. He didn't want to get the rifle any wetter than what it already was. Besides, it might be a neighbor. That thought brought a snort. Rusty jumped at the sound.


  A few more steps and the horse's head drooped as he plodded along. Mike could tell that slogging through the mud had worn him down. Still he kept moving. They moved past a small gulley that ran back to the top.


  A pile of dirt had slid off the side of the coulee sometime in the past. Now it looked like a brown snow drift lying up against the perpendicular wall. Mike guided Rusty toward it. He wanted to peer over the top to see if he could spot the cattle killers before they saw him.


  The sound of the revving four wheeler grew much closer. Rusty's ears twitched a couple of times but he just moved one foot in front of the other. The motor sounds stopped. As they moved
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