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This story is the sixth in the series Ariana Joins the Scouts, and starts about two years after the previous story Ariana and the Rogue Colony ends. These notes are for readers that have not read the earlier stories yet. Ariana is a young pilot who recently graduated from the Scout Academy of the Terran Alliance. Cansina is the second captain that she has served under after her first commander, Captain Camm died in the line of duty in the first story. Ariana and Cansina successfully negotiated an agreement between the Terran and Naylorian colonists when they were on the brink of war in the second story. In the novella, Treanka confesses to her past as a pirate on a Soletian privateer under the command of her uncle who had been taken captive by the alien Plenian Armada. Treanka’s new commanding officer, Captain Weldon joined with Cansina to lead the negotiations for the release of Treanka’s former crew from the Plenians. In Ariana and Cansina Visit the Colony Ariana and Cansina return to the world where she had rescued the colonists from certain disaster after the transport ship had been bombed by terrorists. The world is now named the Red River Colony (I will let you figure out how it got that name). It was a cathartic journey for Ariana as she revisits the scene of her traumatic early days in the Scouts. In Ariana and the Rogue Colony after Ariana and Cansina escort a colony transport to a new world, they are diverted to a potential rescue mission after Weldon and Treanka have gone missing. Ariana and Cansina must find out what happened to their missing comrades and secure the location of this 
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Ariana had served under Cansina’s command on the Destroyer Merrifield for over two years. She’d been promoted to the Master Pilot rank during that time.

It was early morning on the Destroyer and Ariana was waiting patiently outside the training simulator. The start time of her reservation had come and gone. She was just about to check the simulation console to make sure everything was going correctly inside when a tall blond Marine officer came out looking very unhappy.

Ariana smiled at the slightly younger officer, “Lieutenant Corvan, isn’t it?”

His frown turned quickly to a smile when he saw the attractive officer that greeted him, “Yes ma’am. I’m very sorry to have gone over the scheduled time. I kept thinking I was about to complete it, but another obstacle came up each time. I finally conceded.”

Even though Ariana had been serving on the Merrifield for a year, she still hadn’t become accustomed to so many soldiers and sailors addressing her as ma’am. She returned the smile of the handsome Marine, “If you still have time, perhaps we could work on it together. My training partner wasn’t able to make it today, and I’d certainly appreciate the company. Would you like to train with me?”

“Getting better at the combat simulations is part of my duties, so I’d very much like to continue on with you. Just let me tell Captain Jimeto that I’m staying here for another session.”

He used his communicator to report to his commanding officer. He turned back to Ariana, “What simulation do you want to choose for us?”

“I’ve trained a few times with Sergeant Davis so let’s just keep at it with the one you were using. About face soldier, so I can tighten your field armor back up.”

Corvan turned around so that Ariana could get his armor back on correctly since he’d loosened it before emerging from the training simulator. Ariana admired the broad shoulders on the young Marine officer as she tightened the straps on his field armor, so he didn’t rattle.

She patted his shoulder, and absent mindedly gave it a quick squeeze, to let him know she was done. They went into the simulator room with their remote sensors attached. He announced, “Run program combat trainer 3.”

The room transformed into a rocky open field with a few large boulders, but mostly smaller ones. They were on a dimly lit moon and were leading a small troop of virtual Marine soldiers. 

Ariana told him, “Remember the sim is randomized so the enemy soldiers won’t be in the same place as last time.”

“Right, thanks for reminding me.”

“You take the lead, and I’ll be support. Show me where you get stuck.”

Corvan led his troop quickly through the field. They picked off several combatants as they went but also suffered a few losses. They made it to the first large boulder and hid in its shadow.

Ariana tapped her remote sensor and spoke loudly, “Pause simulation.”

Corvan turned to look at Ariana, “Is something wrong?”

“Yes, can I give you some feedback?”

“Yes ma’am, please do.”

“Keep in mind that this is easy for me to say since Scouts don’t have to lead troops into harm’s way, but we’re going too fast. We need to give the soldiers more time to find the snipers and pick them off. At this rate we will have lost too many to be able to reach the goal successfully.”

“Ah, that makes sense. I’m too eager to finish the mission. Thanks for the feedback. Should we start over?”

“No, let’s keep going. Are you sure we’re in the correct formation?”

He turned to look at his stationary simulated troops, “I think it looks all right.”

She smiled at him, tapped her remote sensor and spoke loudly, “Resume simulation.”

They moved forward more slowly this time in the same tight formation. As they made their way towards the target, the soldiers picked off nearly all of the snipers but lost a few more themselves. 

After it completed its calculations, the computer announced, “Simulation complete, overall grade 57%.”

The troop disappeared when the simulation ended. Corvan pulled his helmet off revealing he was drenched in sweat. He turned to Ariana, “I know it’s a terrible grade, but it’s the best I’ve done so far. Thank you for your help.”

“Are you up to trying again? I can show you what I learned from training with Sergeant Davis.”

“Yes ma’am. I’d really appreciate it.” 

He pulled his helmet back on as Ariana tapped her remote sensor again, and they restarted the simulation. This time Ariana took the lead.  She split the platoon into two groups. The forward group marched ahead with their shields up while the rear group concentrated on the snipers. They soon reached the target, and all of the simulated soldiers had made it. 

This time the computer announced, “Simulation complete, overall grade 102%.”

When they took off their helmets, Corvan had a stunned look on his face. “That was incredible,” he proclaimed. “It never occurred to me to split the squad.”

Ariana grinned at the marine, “Thank you. Once you study the layout and run the scenario a few times, the correct tactics become easier to see.”

“That makes sense. I really do need to study more. It’s not really my strong suit though. Maybe we could study the scenario together sometime?”

“That sounds like fun, but right now I’m starving. Do you have time to grab some food with me?”

Corvan smiled, “Yes, can I get cleaned up and meet you in the officers’ mess?”

“Sure, see you in 20.”

As he turned to leave the simulator, Ariana closed her eyes and took deep breaths. She realized her heart was pounding as she thought about how handsome the friendly young officer was.

Ariana opened her eyes and tried to stay calm as she went down to her room to get changed. She was grateful that her promotion to Master Pilot in the Scouts had given her private quarters again. She quickly cleaned up and changed into her standard blue Scout uniform. When she entered the officers’ mess, she saw that Corvan was already there standing by a table watching the entrance. He smiled at Ariana when he saw her. Ariana returned the smile and admired how well he filled out his gray Marine uniform. He was tall with short blond hair, and broad shoulders. She could tell he was nicely muscled even under his Marine grays. His clean face looked so young for an officer.

He came to greet her and pointed to a table with his food. She told him, “You clean up nicely for a Marine.”

He laughed, “Thank you ma’am. You’re not nearly as hideous as most Scouts I’ve seen.”

She returned the laugh at the traditional good-natured insults that the two branches of the service traded. They exchanged light conversation while they ate. Eventually, Corvan asked, “As a Scout, why do you use the military simulator? It’s not required for you, is it?”

Ariana grimaced a bit as she recalled the mission to the rogue mining colony. “You’re correct, but I was involved in a mission where I had to be prepared to use my sidearm and combat could easily have happened. We were very
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