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Star Trek: The Wagon Train

Ben Guilfoy

Captain James T. Kirk squinted up at the bright, midday sun and frowned.  It was warmer than he’d like, and he shifted uncomfortably under his coat, unsticking his shirt from his skin.  He stood atop a small hill looking down into a valley that led into the mountains, where he’d sent a scout not more than half a day ahead.  The rest of his crew was camped nearby amidst a cluster of trees that offered shade in the day and camouflage at night.

With a sigh, he pulled off his hat and ruffled his hair a bit, allowing the air to reach his scalp.  He heard footsteps crunching on the grass behind him, and turned slightly.  Leonard McCoy, his doctor, approached.

“Jim,” McCoy said.  Kirk waited, but McCoy didn’t say anything further.

“What is it, Bones?”

“Nothin’,” McCoy said, looking out across the valley.  “We’re just all gettin’ a little antsy down there, is all.”

Kirk nodded, and put his hat back on.  “We’re not moving until he comes back.”

“What if he doesn’t, Jim?”

We’ll wait, Doctor, and those are my orders, as Captain.”

McCoy was taken back by the intensity of Kirk’s reply.  He shifted subtly away from the captain, his expression showing confusion and surprise.  After a moment, his usual lightly sardonic grin returned.  “Perhaps we’re not the only ones gettin’ antsy, sir.”

Despite himself, Kirk chuckled, shaking his head.  “Y’know, McCoy, there’s really no one else out here like you.”

“Good,” McCoy said, crossing his arms.  “I couldn’t stand the competition.”

Kirk nodded, but didn’t reply.  His sharp eyesight spotted something headed out of the mountains.  It was coming their way, and at a decent clip, too.

“What is it?  You see something?” McCoy asked.

Kirk nodded again.  “Get back down to the camp.  It might be him.”

“Right,” McCoy said, and scurried back down the hill toward the tents.  Kirk watched for a moment as his crew gathered their gear and quickly got themselves ready for whatever might be coming.

After a while, Kirk saw that the figure approaching was atop a black horse, and Kirk’s muscles eased; it was his scout.  He’d sent Spock out on recon, making sure that their destination was still there, and to see if he could determine the nature of the vague danger Kirk’s orders warned of.  

It was nearly half an hour before Spock rode up the hill where Kirk waited.  He brought the horse to a slow trot, then to a stop and dismounted.  Two of Kirk’s younger crewmembers took the horse down the hill and tied it to a tree with the rest of their steeds.  Kirk waited expectantly for Spock’s briefing.

Spock reached into a leather satchel and pulled out several sheets of paper with sketches on them.

“What have we got?” Kirk asked.

Spock took off his hat and pushed hair out of his face.  The sun hit him, lighting up his pale skin and thin face.  He had bushy eyebrows and small, dark, but deeply intelligent eyes.  His nose was thin and prominent, and his cheekbones were high and impressive.  His look alone would make him intimidating, but what really set Spock apart from the other men in the unit was his personality.

He didn’t have one.

Stoic, reserved, analytical, Benjamin “Spock” Spockard was not a popular man in Kirk’s crew.  The men loved Kirk; their captain was warm and funny, and had led them successfully through battles and adventures that would’ve claimed the lives of any other unit in the Corps.  But the men stayed away from Spock, which the tall, dark man did not mind one bit.  He slept alone, ate alone unless Kirk joined him, and rarely spoke without reason.

But his intelligence was vast.  Kirk had relied on Spock’s smarts time and time again, and never been steered wrong.  The men respected him for this; they knew that Spock was integral to the unit’s continued longevity.  But that didn’t mean they had to like him.

When Spock chose to speak, he did so with quick, efficient sentences.  Verbose, he was not.

“The town is several kilometers to the north, at the base of the mountains,” he reported, indicating down toward the maps he’d drawn.  “I circled the entire area, but was unable to approach stealthily during the day.  Visibility was limited at night.”

“The moon’s out of cycle,” Kirk said, nodding.  “But that will help our approach tomorrow.”

“You intend to enter at night?”

“It’ll keep the enemy, if they’re out there, from accurately counting our numbers until morning,” Kirk said, “and by then, we could have everyone inside.”

“Agreed,” Spock said.  “I did not locate the enemy, Captain, though there were signs of recent movement in the area.”

“How recent?”

Spock shook his head.  “I couldn’t tell.”

“Alright,” Kirk said, sighing.  He looked out at the mountains. “We’ll move along the base of the mountains with the trees, rather than across the open desert.  Whatever we can do to minimize whatever intelligence they can gather on us.”

“I concur,” Spock said.

“Then we’ll move out tonight.”

Kirk halted the procession just outside the edge of town.  He climbed down off his horse, patted her for a moment, and then quietly made his way toward an outcropping of rocks nearby.  Spock joined him, moving silently.  Kirk envied his ability to move so stealthily, and praised it just as often.

“Looks quiet,” he whispered.

Spock didn’t reply.

“Let’s move in,” Kirk said, and they moved back to the group.  Kirk and Spock hopped back up on their horses and set towards the town at an unassuming trot.  With horses and wagons, there was no way to make a silent entry into the town, and someone would be awake regardless, given the trouble the town had recently suffered.  It was that trouble that brought the 1701st to this ramshackle community in the middle of nowhere.

As the group proceeded down the main street, Kirk could see curtains surreptitiously drawn aside, eyes peering at them in the darkness.  In the center of town was a crossroads with a watering hole.  At one corner of the street was a small, humble town hall.  At another was a tavern that was larger and more ornate, as though the town revolved more around that building than the government hall.  And since Kirk saw a mining corporation office at another corner, he completely understood why.  This was not a town that cared much for law or government.  

They were workers.

Kirk respected that immediately, and promised himself that he’d do whatever he could to help them.  They were kindred spirits, though Kirk had never mined an ounce of ore in his life.  No, he’d grown up a farmer.  But he understood the worker way, just the same.

As the troop came to a stop, a few brave souls ventured out to greet them.  Kirk put on a warm smile and headed their way.  A man in a dark coat came up to him quickly.  He was thin, with a long mustache and shaggy dark hair.  His eyes were dark, as well, and he was a man who radiated intelligence immediately… as well as desperation.

“Hello?” he said, a bit nervous.

Kirk reached forward, offering his hand.  “James T. Kirk, Captain of the 1701st.”

“The army,” the man said.  “Oh, I’m Neville, the town Magistrate.”

“Well, Magistrate Neville,” Kirk said, shaking Neville’s hand, “we’re here to help.”

“Thank you, Captain, thank you,” Neville said quickly.  “We’ve had all manner of problems recently, thank you.  Uh, please, please come inside and we’ll talk.”

Kirk smiled briefly when he saw that Neville was leading them into the tavern and not the town hall.  McCoy did the same, and sidled up to the bar while Kirk, Spock and Neville sat down at one of the larger wooden tables.  The tabletop was scuffed, and Kirk picked at the residue of dried ale on its surface.  Spock remained stoic as ever, taking in details.

“We never had problems filling our quota until two months ago, Captain,” Neville said.  “But these raiders… these… thugs…”  Neville shook his head and rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “They come into town, big and noisy, they take everything!  We thought about not mining anymore, but I figured they’d just as soon kill us if they showed up and we had nothing for them.”

Kirk nodded.  “That’s smart, Magistrate.  When was the last time they were here?”

“A fortnight ago,” Neville said, his voice quaking.

“Then we can assume they will return soon?” Spock asked.  Neville looked over at him, and nodded.  Spock turned to Kirk.  “I suggest ambush, Captain.”

Kirk mulled it over in his mind, nodding.  “Hide the men and the wagons, wait till they come into town and surround them.  Mr. Neville, do you recall if they’ve done any reconnaissance?  Seen anyone checking out the town just before they come?”

“No,” Neville answered.  “Nothing like that.  They just come in, nine o’clock in the morning, every two weeks.”

With a smile, Kirk said, “Then it looks like we got here just in time.  Spock, let’s move.”

When the sun arose several hours later, Kirk stood in the doorway of the tavern, watching the light crawl up the main street and across the square.  McCoy came up behind him and handed him a mug of thick, bitter black coffee.

“How is it?” Kirk asked, sniffing.

“Awful,” McCoy replied, taking a sip.  “Which means it’s perfect.”

“Of course.”

They stood, side by side, watching the sky grow bluer as the minutes ticked past.  “Not too much longer,” McCoy said, looking at the watch in his pocket.  “Just a coupl’a hours now.”

Kirk nodded, straining the rancid coffee through his teeth.  “You all set up?”

“Triage in the back of the tavern,” McCoy told him.  “Kits and medics spread out with the men.”

“Good,” Kirk told him.  “This might be a rough one.”

“Aren’t they always?”  Kirk chuckled.  “Listen, Jim,” McCoy said, putting his hand on Kirk’s shoulder.  “You’re not plannin’ on doin’ anything stupid, are you?”

“No,” Kirk said.  “Should I be?”

McCoy shrugged.  “No,” he said.  “But I been talkin’ to these folks all night long, and these… Klingons… they don’t sound too friendly.”

“’Friendly’?  They’re thugs, McCoy!  I wasn’t ever expecting to talk my way out of this one,” Kirk told him.  “Were you?”  The doctor shook his head.  “I didn’t think so.”

Spock walked up to them from outside.  “All positions are ready, Captain.”

“Thank you, Mr. Spock,” Kirk told him.  “Coffee?”

“No thank you.”

Spock never drank coffee.  He never did much of anything, except his job.  Before he said anything else, he turned and walked back across the dusty street to his own position.  And now the waiting game was on.  Did the Klingons know that Kirk and his crew had come into town and set up shop?  Or would they ride blindly into the ambush Kirk had set up?

He’d know at nine o’clock.

A lone horse trotted down the main street.  Its rider rolled and lolled with the beast’s movements, and its dull trot brought it lazily toward the square.  The rider pulled on the reins, and the horse came to a stop by the well.  He turned in a slow circle, looking around the town.  

A few of the townsfolk stood about, staring at him.

Everything was quiet.

Then, the rider roared: “Neville!  Come out, Neville!”

Inside the tavern, Neville looked over at Kirk, who squatted by the door.  Kirk nodded, and Neville rose.  He pulled the front of his jacket taut, and pushed open the door.

“I’m here, Kang,” Neville shouted as he made his way into the square.  The morning sun beat down on him, and he raised his hand to his brow, as he was without hat.  Kirk held the tavern door open a bit, and watched the entire thing.

“Kang” dropped off his horse, his long, dirty coat flared open behind him and Kirk saw that he was armed to the teeth.  Kirk’s eyes flicked across the street to the darkened window where he knew Spock was waiting.  He couldn’t see his first officer, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there.  The real question was: Where were the rest of Kang’s men?  Neville had described to Kirk a gang of nearly fifteen roguish thugs who had come barreling into town each time, demanding all kinds of payments and tributes.

Instead, there was a lone figure atop a single horse.  Kang was large, and unkempt.  He had a thick, bushy goatee and a ruddy complexion, with deep-set eyes and thick brows.  He stalked forward with confidence bordering on arrogance, and Kirk new immediately that he was no simple adversary.

Unconsciously, Kirk fingered the hammer of his gun.

Kang and Neville spoke, but Kirk couldn’t hear what they were saying.  They both had calm stances, though Kang loomed menacingly over Neville, regardless.  Kang pointed at something, and Neville seemed to turn and look, then shook his head as though he didn’t know.

Kirk’s palm sweated.

McCoy appeared at his side.

Kang grabbed Neville by the collar of his coat and hauled him into the air, shouting, “Give me what’s mine!”

“No!” Neville shouted back, beating his fists against Kang’s thick arms.  Kang threw him down and began to reach for his sidearm.  Kirk stood and kicked open the tavern door.

“Don’t move!” he shouted, aiming squarely at Kang.  Even from a distance, he’d be an easy target, with such a broad chest.  Kang froze, his fingers already wrapped around the grip of his pistol.  Kirk stalked forward, keeping his aim, until he was only a couple dozen feet from the burly thug.

“Who are you?” Kang asked, his deep, throaty voice descending into a growl.

“James T. Kirk.  Captain of the 1701st.  You have no business and no rights here.  Move on.”  Kirk cocked the pistol.  “Or else.”

Kang sneered at him, but his hand moved away from his gun.  Instead, he put it behind his back, holding his coat away from his side.  Kirk knew a ready-draw stance when he saw one.  He held his ground.

“This town is under my protection,” Kirk said, “and the protection of the United States government.  Leave now, and never return, and we won’t prosecute.”

Kang laughed.  “Prosecute? Oh my!”

Kirk didn’t react.

“Prosecute?” Kang repeated.  “That’s quite the threat, Captain.  I’ve never been prosecuted before.”  With a smile, he added, “What does that mean, exactly?”

“Listen up, Kang,” Kirk said, “this offer’s only good once.  Leave now, or suffer the consequences.”

“How do I know you’re even telling the truth?  That you’re not some lone hired gun to scare me off?”

With his left hand, Kirk reached up and tapped the tip of his hat.

A bullet ricocheted off the dirt by Kang’s feet.  The big man leaped back, his hand moving back to the grip of his pistol as he spun around, looking for the shooter.  Kirk allowed himself a slight grin before he went right back to business.

“What do you say, Kang?”

Kang thought about it for a moment, then relaxed his grip and started back toward his horse.  He climbed up into the saddle and took up the reins.  He turned the horse back toward the edge of town and began another slow trot.

“I say,” he called over his shoulder, “that this isn’t over, Kirk!”

With that, he gave the horse a kick, and took off.  The horse kicked up a cloud of dust that drifted lazily across the street.  Kirk watched him go, then looked at his watch.  Neville came up next to him.

“Now what?” the Magistrate asked.

Kirk turned to him.  “The hard part, Mr. Neville.  Now comes the hard part.”

McCoy looked concerned as several of the younger men prepped the wagons to leave.  They were parked in the square, in open view of everyone.  Kirk stood on the porch of the tavern, watching.  McCoy came up next to him, drinking something from a coffee mug that smelled suspiciously more like whisky than coffee.

“Are you sure about this, Jim?”

Kirk turned to him.  “Not really,” he said, “but it’s our best chance.  He might look like a thug, but that Kang is a smart one.  He knew we were here.  That whole conversation was a play.  He wanted us to reveal ourselves, and we did.”

“How?  We didn’t see anyone!”

“I know,” Kirk said.  He grabbed McCoy’s mug, and took a swig of whisky.  “Someone here isn’t what they seem.”  He handed the mug back, and began his inspection of the wagons.

The young man in charge of the decoy was a Russian kid named Chekov.  Kirk found him sitting atop the lead wagon, untangling the reins.

“Keptin,” he said, nodding.

“You understand what you’re doing out here, Chekov?”

“Oh, yes, sair,” Chekov said eagerly.  “I von’t let you down, sair!”

“I don’t believe you will,” Kirk told him.  “I want this wagon train ready to go in ten minutes, mister.”

“Aye-aye, sair!”

Kirk walked back to McCoy as Chekov rushed about informing the wagon drivers.  The doctor chuckled at the boy’s enthusiasm.

“I bet even you were like that, once,” Kirk said to him.

“Like that?  Not a chance in hell.”  With a grin, McCoy added, “Spock, maybe…”

Kirk laughed, clapped McCoy on the back, and headed back into the tavern.

Kirk, Spock and McCoy sat at a table in the tavern, eating dinner.  Though most of his men were spread out through the town, Kirk had insisted that the three of them dine together.  Much of the meal was spent in silence, and none of them had much of an appetite.  Kirk didn’t feel as though they needed to speak to feel togetherness, though.  He knew what his friends were thinking and feeling, and just having them there was enough for him.

McCoy, on the other hand, hated silence, and often tried to fill it, much to Spock’s chagrin.

“Maybe you should’ve sent someone a bit more experienced,” the doctor said.  Kirk looked up from his plate, but didn’t reply.  “I mean, Chekov’s a good kid and all, but…”

Kirk said, “I made the best choice to get him out of harm’s way.”

“Did you?” McCoy asked.  “It seems to me like you sent him out to the wolves.  As bait.”

Spock piped in, “A decoy does not necessarily mean bait.  It is unlikely the Klingons will attack the wagon train, believing it to be heavily defended.”

McCoy waved him off, and pointed at Kirk.  “You’re the one who said this Kang feller was a smart one.  Now you’re gonna tell me he’ll fall for this easy sham?”

“Chekov will do fine,” Kirk said.

“Even if he does, you’ve stranded us here for two days,” McCoy said.  “What if—“

“Doctor,” Kirk said sternly, “I think I understand my own plan!  Just… just shut up and eat, will you?”

McCoy pushed his plate away and stood up.  “Wasn’t very hungry, anyway.”

“Bones…” Kirk said, trying to call him back.  McCoy just waved over his shoulder and headed to the bar.  After the bartender poured him one, he disappeared out onto the porch.  Kirk sighed and rubbed his face.  He looked over at Spock.

“I suppose you disagree with my decisions, too?”

“On the contrary,” Spock said, gathering up his plate, “it is a sound plan.  The only variable is Kang’s intelligence.  Will he fall for it?  Or have we actually sent young Mr. Chekov to his death?”

“That’s not something I want to think about,” Kirk said.

“In this life, what we want is hardly ever what we get,” Spock said, and left.

Kirk ate a few more bites, but then pushed his plate away and sat, waiting.  He awoke the next morning to the sounds of horse hooves pounding the dirt, headed quickly into town.

Kang rode into the square surrounded by seven other men, each dressed in dirty and ragged leathers like Kang’s.  They were men used to the tough conditions of the desert and the mountains.  Not a one of them looked personable in the slightest.  Kirk watched them ride about the square, kicking up thick clouds of dry dust that choked the air and obscured his view.

Behind him, McCoy tore open his medical sacks, readying his equipment for the incoming wounded.  The bartender helped him, opening up bottles of his harshest liquors to use as disinfectant.

Kirk knew his men were in position.  When he gave the word, the battle would start.  The only problem, he saw, was that not all of Kang’s men were in the square.  Kirk’s eyes tried to fight through the grit in the air, to see them moving through the shadows of the alleys.  But all he could see was Kang, stalking forward confidently toward the tavern door.

“Kirk!” he shouted, his voice booming through the square.  “Kirk!”

His men began to chant the same, pounding their boots into the dirt.  Kirk stood and checked his pistols.  With a hand on each grip, he walked out of the tavern and onto the porch.  He stood just in the shade, away from the mid-morning sun, forcing Kang to squint at him.

“I told you to leave, Kang,” Kirk said forcefully.  “I didn’t want to do it this way.”

“Of course you did,” Kang said back, sneering.  “Admit it, Captain, you live for the kill, just like we do.  You’re not a man for sitting back on a homestead, tended by your woman and your fat children.”  His men grunted with laughter.  “No, Kirk, you’re out there, roaming, like us.”

Kang stepped up onto the porch, and got close to Kirk’s face.  And he whispered, “You’re just…like…us.”

Kirk said nothing.  Kang whirled around and waved his hand at the town.  “You should join us, Kirk.  We’ll take these people for everything they’re worth, and not have a worry in the world.  Live out there, in the wilderness, where men like you and me belong!”

“And live a life of brutality?  Lawlessness?”  Kirk set his jaw.  “Never.”  His grip tightened on his pistols.

Kang noticed, and gave an almost imperceptible nod.  “If that’s the way it’s to be, then.”  He sighed, and then continued, “You’re a man of, hmph, honor, I can tell.  Let’s do this the honorable way.  A duel, you and I alone.”

Kirk nodded.  He turned back to the tavern, where McCoy seemed ready to protest.  Kirk waved him off, and then stepped down into the sunlight and into the square.  Kang started down the road.  His men parted before him, and lined up on opposite sides of the street.  But Kirk saw right through it, and shouted protest.

“No!  We’ll do it away from the sun.”

Kang turned away from the sun, caught in his attempt at trickery, and moved to the cross street.  That way, Kirk knew, they’d both be on even keel – with the sun on his right and Kang’s left.  A hundred paces apart, Kirk and Kang stood in the center of the empty street.  Three of Kang’s men were on each side, and Kirk knew there were more lurking about, hidden, just as his own men were.  He hoped Spock knew what to do.

“Ready!” Kang shouted, his hand moving to hover over the grip of his pistol.

“Set!” Kirk replied, his own hand doing the same.

“Draw!”

Time seemed to slow as Kirk’s fingers wrapped around the grip of his pistol and began to pull.  From the corner of his eye, he saw one of Kang’s men move.  The huge man was drawing his pistol right for Kirk.

Kirk dove backward, firing as his arm still moved upward, drawing his weapon.  The bullet struck the thug in the shoulder, pitching him backward into a hitching post.  The post shattered with a high crack, and Kirk hit the dirt rolling.  Bullets from Kang’s gun chewed the dirt inches away, and Kirk tried to bring his gun back to bear on the gang leader.

He didn’t have to.

A bullet from some window somewhere drove itself through Kang’s leg, and the gang leader collapsed to the ground with a roar.  He raised his gun and fired blindly into the nearby buildings.  Kirk scrambled out of the road as gunfire erupted all around him.  He took cover behind and empty horse trough, and finally got a lay of the land.  Four of Kang’s six men in the open were down.  Two others had dragged their leader to cover in the doorway of a seamstress’ shop.  

Some of Kirk’s men had revealed themselves, coming out of doorways and windows, brandishing rifles and pistols, and Kirk shouted to them.

“Get back!  Take cover!”

The ones that heard him darted back to safety immediately, but over the roar of gunfire, a few of them continued their march into the square.  Kang’s men finally revealed themselves as well, rushing out from alleyways and under porches.  Three of Kirk’s men went down hard, and Kirk returned the favor, firing off the remaining four shots in his revolver before switching to the next.

Bullets chewed up the trough, sending wood splinters and choking dust into the air.  Kirk sank back, looking for the opportunity to return fire.

Spock saw the captain pinned down from his position in the second floor window of a boarding house across from the tavern.  He trained his rifle on one of Kang’s men who’d taken cover under a wooden awning.  He fired off a round, and missed, and the thug retreated further from sight.  Carefully, Spock sighted the staffs supporting the awning and shot them out.  The awning swung downward and slammed the thug against the wall, knocking him cold.

The door behind him flung open, and Spock spun to find two of Kang’s men bursting in.  Spock fired blindly, causing the men to flinch, and took the opportunity.  He rushed them, clubbing the first with the rifle and getting the other with a knee to the gut.  The first man went down for good, spitting out several yellowed, rotten teeth.  The second, however, recovered quickly and lunged.  Spock dodged, and wound up behind the man.  He brought his arms down around the man’s neck and squeezed.  Soon, the thug’s face turned blue, and the body slackened.  Spock dropped him, and looked for his rifle.  The butt was cracked, and the trigger guard out of alignment.

He ditched the useless weapon and gathered up the enemy pistols.

Back at the window, he launched a fierce volley of bullets at the men firing at Kirk.  One of them went down, a bullet through the arm and another through the shoulder.  The other two backed into an alley, giving Kirk the chance to move.  The captain darted up from behind the trough, fired off several rounds, and dove through the nearest window he could find.

When all was said and done, Kang’s men all lay bleeding or dying in the street.  Kang himself was hobbled, a tourniquet tied around his calf.  He threw down his empty, smoking pistol as Kirk approached.  Kirk didn’t let on, but there was only a single bullet left in his own gun.

“I knew you were a man of the kill,” Kang wheezed.

“I’m not,” Kirk said.  “That’s why my doctor’s going to look at your men.”

“That’s not our way,” Kang told him.  “Patch us up, and we’ll be back just the same.”

Kirk shook his head.  “I don’t think so, no.  You’re going to prison, Kang.  And we’ll see how the governor feels about giving you a nice, long sentence.”

Kang grew enraged and tried to rush at Kirk.  He stopped when Kirk raised his pistol once again.  “You decide, Kang,” Kirk told him, “whether or not you want to live.  Who knows what chance the future holds for you?”

Begrudgingly, Kang sat in the dirt and waited for McCoy to tend his leg.

It took nearly a week to make the preparations to transport Kang and his dozen “Klingons” back across the plains and desert to a jail worth having them.  As the wagon train of the 1701st proceeded steadily away from Neville’s mining town, loaded up with provisions and prisoners, Kirk, Spock and McCoy rode side by side at the head of the column.  Behind them, the thankful townsfolk waved and cheered.

Kirk smiled.

“We’ll have to ride at night to make good time,” Spock told him.  Kirk nodded, looking at the setting sun.

“That’s fine,” Kirk said.

They rode on in silence as the stars overhead twinkled to prominence.  Lanterns lit, the 1701st moved through the night, a shining beacon of hope in a world desperately searching for order.  A world that moved quickly, inexorably, into a bold new future.

