
        
            
                
            
        

    
“Escape”
is another element in my Force Awakens short story collection. As with most of my fan fiction, it takes a look behind the main action of the movies to find the small scenes that must have happened but that we never saw.








“Raptor flight... Split!”
Lt Joron Masic kicked in the etheric rudder, adding a twitch to the twin yoke he grasped. In the vacuum of space, he knew that his TIE/sf would have swung rapidly out to port but down here in the goo, he had to haul harder into the turn to give him the separation he needed. 
Eyeing the sensor screen, he saw Dav Hollin pull out to starboard in a mirror of his own manoeuvre while the flight lead dragged his TIE into a screaming climb.
With the split complete, Joron was clear to engage the Resistance fighters solo. Before the advent of the twin seat, upgraded TIE/sf, the fighters rarely flew without a wingman. Now however, the vulnerable blindspot to the rear of the craft was more than adequately covered by the addition of a rotating turret mounted on the ventral side of the ball cockpit, and operated by a rearward facing gunner.
Now all they need to do is sort out the damn big blind spots to port and starboard Joron thought grimly as he glanced at the twin solar collectors on either side of the cockpit ball.
“Managing to hold the breakfast down back there?” Joron chuckled.
A disgruntled grunt suggested that his friend and backseater, Sirion Pash, was indeed having a little trouble controlling his stomach through the fighter’s gyrations. Not really surprising considering the amount of lum he’d consumed to celebrate his promotion the previous night.
“Just remember, you expel it, you clean it...”
Red blaster bolts flashed across the TIE’s nose causing Joron to push forward the twin yokes taking him out of the line of fire. The roar of a fighter was close enough to hear as it passed by within meters of the top of his TIE.
SA! SA! 
He could almost hear his flight instructor’s voice screaming at him to remember his situational awareness, that combination of sensor monitoring, visual scanning and strange sixth sense that turned the average combat pilot into a fangs out killer.
Dragging the nose of the TIE back up the sky, he combined a partial roll with his turn which placed him neatly on to the tail of the X-wing that had almost spitted him. As soon as the fighter steadied in the TIE’s sights, Joron began walking shots across the rear of the fighter. Much to his surprise, the bolts took only four shots to pierce the shields and begin striking the airframe itself, peeling back the panels of the port wing.
Joron suddenly realised his opponent’s mistake. Target fixation! The X-wing pilot had been so focussed on destroying the TIE fighter that he’d switched his shields to full forward to protect him from the rotating turret, and when Joron had ducked the shot and rolled on to his tail, had completely forgotten to redistribute the shields again leaving the rear of his fighter vulnerable.
Joron exploited the mistake to its fullest. By the time the enemy pilot realised his mistake, it was too late. Joron’s bolts had ripped the port wing to shreds and the upper engine was on the point of detaching from the frame itself. Pulling hard on the yoke he swung the fighter up and starboard to avoid the debris that would follow the inevitable destruction of the stricken craft. 
Below him, the engine finally fragmented sending hot knives of duralloy lancing outwards, slicing through fuel and electronic lines. As the fighter began a fiery corkscrewing dive towards the ground, it became a ball of expanding gas and evaporated metals.
Equalising his shields - another new addition to the TIE fighter - Joron felt the push of displaced air followed by the sub-bass rumble of the X-wing’s destruction. 
“Pilot’s out Joron,” Pash called from the rear seat. Joron had trouble thinking of the Resistance pilots as enemies when he was physically in combat. While he might actively detest the Resistance as an organization, the pilots were merely combatants in the same arena, worthy of both his respect and his mercy. He knew other pilots in the squadron who would gladly take shots at an adversary who had ejected from his craft, but he could never bring himself to stoop so low.
His squadron commander had already remarked that the First Order was as much in a war of attrition as anything else and he couldn’t afford high ideals in war. Silently, Joron had disagreed but kept it to himself.
Joron was brought back to the now as he felt the whine and thud of the cannon below his feet.
“Two in our six, low and closing,” Pash grunted, struggling to get a lock.
“Low and slow Pash... in 3... 2... 1...”
As his count hit zero, Joron cut power to the twin ion engines that gave the fighter both its name and its distinctive scream, and simultaneously cut the repulsor lifts. The immediate effect was to rapidly slow the fighter and cause it to drop some 5 meters, while the trailing X-wings blew through overhead with lasers still firing. Caught completely unaware, the fighters became easy targets for Joron’s forward cannons and Pash’s turret.
That was the moment that Joron’s world turned black.
* * *
Situational awareness has advanced exponentially over the years of starfighter production, mainly due to the technology crowded into today’s cockpits. A pilot and his craft are now surrounded by a complex and invisible web of scanners and sensors providing accurate and in some cases microscopic information on everything from nearby fighter threats to the location of allies, and ground topography to electronic counter-measures.
What they can’t do is give adequate warning of falling wreckage.
* * *
What could only have been seconds later, Joron surfaced from the blackness to the howling of wind, the screeching of alarms and the sight of so many red warning flags that the cockpit seemed to be bathed in blood. 
He would never know that the killing blow that had disabled his craft had come from the starboard S-foil of an X-wing destroyed some 5000 meters above him moments earlier. The results of this freak accident however were making themselves plainly felt in the ruined TIE fighter.
 “Pash?” There was no response from behind and, for now at least, he had to heed another of his flight instructor’s commandments; keep the ship flying! 
He ran a professional eye across the cockpit panels and screens, and the first and most dangerous emergency was the fire he discovered in the shattered port solar panel. Most of the upper portion of the panel was gone and there was fire spreading from the hub towards the cockpit ball. Reaching across to his left he selected two bright red buttons in a bright yellow panel. Pushing them at the same time broke the clear protective seal and he heard the sudden whoosh of fire suppressant into the port pylon and hub area. He quickly increased power to the ion engines, attempting to get clear of the combat zone before he became vape bait, but seconds later, there was a rising whine from the port engine that ended in a loud whump and all power from it failed.
He quickly hit the fuel cut off switches to prevent raw fuel spilling into the already blazing compartments on the left side of the ship.
"Pash, what's it look like back there?"
There was no answer from his friend and turning awkwardly in his seat he tried to see into the rear cockpit. He shouted this time, thinking that the intercom may be u/s. "Pash!! You there?"
The fighter lurched to the right almost ripping the flight yokes from Joron’s hands, but as he immediately swung his attention back to keeping the TIE in the air, he couldn’t shake the image of his friend’s head lolling at an unnatural  angle, and the overhead console that had caused the injury.
It was purely his own survival on the line now and with the TIE losing both power and height, Joron knew his time to act was rapidly decreasing.
* * * 
The redesign of the newer TIE /sf saw additions that made the craft sturdier, safer and a much more effective starfighter. The weapons loadout was considerably more powerful than the standard TIE/fo adding a ventral turret which mounted a pair of laser cannons and a mag-pulse warhead launcher. Also added to the systems was a hyperdrive, deflector shields and high yield cells that provided additional power to onboard systems. For the first time, the TIE fighter acquired an ejection system for its crew as well. 
* * * 
Joron quickly brought up the emergency screen on the left hand display panel and selected the two large red buttons at the top of the screen. Fuel and electrical feeds from the two large solar panels were cut and sealed and with a loud bang from the explosive bolts, the panels were blown clear. Drag was reduced, stability was improved with the ejection of the damaged panel and the threat from burning components was effectively halved. On the down side, all power was now being supplied by the single functional ion engine and whatever reserves the high yield cells now held. The repulsors were now taking much of that power keeping the TIE aloft but still fighting a losing battle with gravity. With his forward speed still high, Joron pulled the black and yellow handle in the right hand armrest, pushed his head back and braced himself in his seat.
The shock of nothing happening was perhaps worse than the shock of an ejection would have been with Joron wasting precious seconds simply staring at the powerless ejection controls in confusion. 
It took a sudden lurch of the airframe to shake him out of his shock and bring him painfully back to reality.
Ok, calm Joron. Just keep it flying... Keep... it... flying!
He could see from his panel that forward speed was still high and his descent rate was increasing as his reserves of power decreased. Juggling power constraints and reserves, Joron managed to bring the cockpit down to an altitude of 20 metres but saw that his forward speed was still way too high and there was nothing he could do about that with the spaceframe in the condition it was in.
He had just goosed the power to lift him over a low ridgeline and could see another slight rise ahead. From experience, he knew that the snow would have drifted on this side of the ridge, and the natural uphill incline would hopefully slow his forward motion enough to control the landing.
Only one way to find out he thought.
Easing back on the repulsors, he felt the cockpit ball sink slowly towards the blanket of snow. 
10 metres, 130kph... 8 metres, 107 kph... 5 metres, 96kph... 2 metres... 
Joron realized his miscalculation at the same time as the sound of stressed metal screeched up through the cockpit around him. The ventral turret with its barrels now unpowered and trailing uselessly below the craft, dug into the top layer of soft snow before contacting the ice layer below and throwing the cockpit ball into a violent and uncontrolled forward roll. Armoured plating and electrical conduits were shed across the pristine surface giving the impression of some giant disembowelled creature in its death throes.
Finally, all movement ceased and the only sound was the hiss of melting snow and the creaking of cooling metal.
 
Joron awoke to darkness and pain. Acrid smoke accompanied by the smell of burning plastics filled the cockpit, but was steadily being sucked out through stressed seams and broken panels. Suspended upside down in his crash webbing, he groaned and tried to assess both the condition of his surroundings and of himself. The simple act of turning his head almost had him passing out again so he closed his eyes, steadied himself, and then tried once more. A few moments later, even though the level of pain hadn’t receded, he could at least move slightly to survey his surroundings.
The body of Pash had been thrown from its rear seat to lie in a grotesque heap against the upper access hatch which had now effectively become his ‘floor’. That automatically ruled it out as an escape route. He could see, though, that the forward screen had shattered on impact and though it was currently blocked by snow, promised his only likely egress point.
Quickly but carefully checking himself for signs of serious injury, he was surprised to find nothing in the way of severe bleeding or broken bones, although there was blood rapidly drying from a cut across his forehead. It was only then that he realized that his flight helmet was lying below him with a deep crack from between the eyepieces, reaching over the top and down to the rear. Well that’s field tested, he mused somewhat fuzzily and found the thought incredibly funny. 
Coaxing his mind back to the simple act of survival, he took stock of his position. The only way was down and so before he could second guess himself, he released his lap straps so that his legs swung down towards the ‘floor’. Releasing his breath in a whoosh, he hit the quick release on his chest straps and landed atop Pash’s body. 
Feeling irreverent despite a lack of choice, he swiftly pushed himself up and said a silent apology to his late friend. 
From his ‘floor’bound vantage point, he checked the shattered transparisteel of the cockpit window. On closer inspection, he could see that the force of the crash had opened a gap at the ‘top’- relatively speaking – between the frame and the fuselage wall. Concerned about releasing a relative flood of snow into the cockpit, he gently pushed against the cold barrier. It was with a sense of relief when it gave under a firm shove. He had feared that the forward momentum of the crash might have compacted the snow into an immoveable barrier but it looked like the added rolling motion had shaken much of it loose. If he could kick outwards on the cockpit window seal...
He looked around the cockpit searching for a way to either brace himself or otherwise give himself enough of a swing to kick at the battered frame. Glancing up, he caught sight of the twin flight control yokes, now hanging ineffectively ‘down’. He reached up, bruised muscles protesting at the mistreatment and let himself apply weight to the yokes to ensure they would carry his weight. Despite creaking loudly, they held firm and with a determined swing forward, he kicked at the twisted frame. It groaned and with a shower of loose snow, moved fractionally.
It took him five more painful attempts to create a gap large enough to offer an escape route. Being careful to avoid tearing his environment suit on the fractured canopy frame, he ignored the pain of his injuries, grabbed the small survival pack  and scrambled as quickly as possible through the gap as fresh powdery snow began sliding down in an ever increasing flow to fill the ‘bottom’ of the cockpit.
Bidding a silent farewell to Pash, he used the ground crew kick panels in the upturned cockpit ball wall to climb upwards and escape the snow’s cold embrace. Reaching the top, he collapsed gratefully against the twisted remains of the ventral turret, his exhausted brain recognizing that he was starting to feel the inevitable crash that always follows an adrenaline high. Shock was a distinct possibility at this stage and he knew he had to keep going or risk his life at the final hurdle.
Extracting the electrobinoculars from the small survival pack, he hauled himself up against the broken barrel of the mag pulse launcher and began a 360° scan of his surroundings. He had completed less than half of his turn, when the electrobinocs flashed a red warning and struggled to refocus on a rapidly approaching object. Dropping the instrument from his eyes, he saw the unmistakeable shape of an X-wing headed straight towards him, a rooster tail of snow billowing up behind it. Joron knew he had been caught fully exposed, the black of his fllightsuit totally incompatible for winter camouflage, and with nowhere to hide had probably been targeted already.
Much to his surprise however, no blast of laser fire ensued. Instead, the X-wing slowed and slewed to a halt less than ten metres away. While he couldn’t see the face of the Resistance pilot in the cockpit, he could see him begin to gesture out to the nearby ridgeline and mimicked running towards it. Was the pilot taunting him? Run or be blasted? 
Joron looked in the direction the pilot had indicated and raised the electrobinocs to his eyes again. There! The tall masts and antennae of a comms repeater station visible above the top of the ridge.
With dawning comprehension, Joron realized that the pilot had just directed him towards rescue. Drawing himself to attention, he raised an academy fresh salute to the pilot which he saw returned before the X-wing lifted on its repulsors to rejoin the fight further to the west.
Realising that he was still holding the salute, Joron dropped his arm with a disturbing sense of displacement. Shaking himself out of this strange mood, he scrambled down the side of the cockpit once more and searched around the shattered remnants of his TIE. There, by the connect point for the starboard solar panel was a detached spar, just what he needed. While the relatively short route out to the comms station appeared smooth and clear enough, he had been on Starkiller Base long enough to know how deceptive appearances could be, especially away from the main base.
Crevasses and ravines were covered in centuries of fallen snow and lay like deadly traps below the innocent looking snow field above awaiting the unwary or incautious traveller. Picking up the two metre length of frame, Joron cautiously began to make his way toward the ridge line and the deliverance just beyond.
It took him little time to reach the ridge, but even during that short march the sky had darkened to almost night time blackness despite only being mid-afternoon. As far as Joron could tell, it seemed that they were recharging the weapon for another shot, the dark energy itself being funnelled into the collectors way beyond the horizon from his location. The consequence of this recharging of the weapon however, meant that the star, (which had already been greatly depleted by the weapon to destroy the Hosnian system), was now too dim to offer any light to the planet throwing it into a twilight lit only by the distant stars of the core worlds.
Peering over the ridge line, he saw the comms repeater station bathed in the glow of its own lights below. On the landing pad adjacent to the bunker stood a utility shuttle, small but hyperdrive equipped, the crew just now hurrying towards the bunker entrance.
Joron knew that showing himself in the middle of a Resistance attack without identifying himself first was a good way of stopping a blaster bolt with his chest, whether they saw his uniform or not. He quickly reached into the chest pocket where the short range comlink was kept, and groaned. When he pulled his hand back out it contained little but plastic and metal fragments. Yet another victim of the crash.
Dropping the useless pieces into the snow at his feet, Joron racked his brain for a safe way to approach the base without the risk of being shot on sight. Patting at the many pockets of his flightsuit for inspiration, it was only as he reached the lower leg pockets that his hand brushed against the coded emergency flares. 
The term flare was a holdover from the days when these markers were actually smoke releasing pyrotechnics. They were now compact transmitters and beacons usually used to mark a pilot’s location for search and rescue teams. He knew that it broadcast a broad spectrum signal on the emergency frequency monitored by all First Order ground forces, so he hoped it would at least let the security team at the base know that he was out here. Of course if this didn’t work, he would be marking his location for a hail of blaster fire.
Withdrawing it from his flight suit, Joron pulled the activation pin and threw the flare over the ridge line. He saw the green pulse of the beacon begin immediately, but more importantly, there was an absence of blaster fire. 
The procedure now was for the rescue team to approach him rather than vice versa. If there was any doubt as to the veracity of his identity, then his rescuers would act upon that at the time. In the meantime he counted to three and slowly rose above the ridge line with his hands raised.
Below he saw a single stormtrooper, blaster raised but not pointed directly at him though Joron wasn’t stupid enough to believe that it couldn’t be raised quickly enough if he made any suspicious move. Keeping his hands raised, he followed the troopers hand instructions to make his way on to the landing pad. Sliding down the incline, he managed to reach the brightly lit area without injuring his pride though his arms ached badly. 
The trooper didn’t move as Joron stood there and it was only when he finally pointed to the earpiece of his helmet that Joron realized the trooper had been trying to call him. Slowly he lowered his hands to the flight helmet and twisted it to break the seal before carefully removing it.
“I’m sorry Sergeant,” he called out, spotting the pauldron on the trooper’s uniform. “The comlink in the helmet is u/s and my short range was smashed in the crash.”
“No problem sir, but I’ll still need to check your code cylinder.” 
Joron saw the tension in the trooper’s stance ease slightly, although he maintained his position. “May I?” he asked, indicating the flight helmet.
“Yes Sir, just nice and slowly please.”
While Joron understood the need for caution, he was slightly confused by the fact that the Sergeant was the only trooper out on the pad though he was smart enough not to ask at this stage. Placing his helmet on the ferrocrete, he slowly withdrew the code cylinder containing his ID and flicked it on. The results were flashed to the heads up display inside the trooper’s helmet and finally the blaster was lowered.
The trooper snapped to attention and proffered a salute which Joron returned.
“Sorry about that Sir,” he said. “We’ve got reports of Resistance infiltrators but right now, we’ve no idea how many or where.”
Joron had been so immersed in the air battle that thoughts of a ground assault had never crossed his mind.
“No worries Sergeant.” Joron began to follow the Sergeant across to the comms bunker entrance. “They’ve left you a little short staffed out here haven’t they?” 
“We’re the last ones here Sir. Everybody else has been drawn back to base defence duties. Another five minutes and you’d have been walking home.”
“Well let’s be glad...”
Joron didn’t finish his thought as without warning the ground heaved beneath his feet sending him sprawling backwards against the shuttle’s landing gear. For the briefest of moments he thought that one of the Resistance X-wings had returned to strafe the station, but he dismissed the thought immediately. There was no scream of engines or the blast of explosions; there was just a long, low rumble as the surface steadied once more.
Looking up, he saw the trooper prone on the ground looking as confused as he himself felt, but apparently uninjured.
It was the sound of stressed metal and snapping cables that drew both their gazes to the antenna array above the station. In dreadful slow motion, it teetered slowly and then collapsed in on itself, finally toppling sideways across the comms bunker.
With the arcweld flash of grounding power cables, they watched in horror as the current followed the path of least resistance directly toward the liquid fuel compound at the rear of the bunker.
The trooper, who had by now pulled himself to his feet and was running towards the bunker, threw himself flat on the ground as the first of the fuel pods ignited. Even through his protective flightsuit, Joron felt the heat of the pressure wave that swept across the landing pad, lifting the shuttle up on its hydraulic struts and dropping it again with a thud.
With the force of that first blast past, the trooper was back on his feet and reversing direction towards the shuttle. He’d obviously realised, as had Joron, that there could be no possibility of survivors in the inferno that had once been the bunker. If the earth tremor hadn’t collapsed the interior, then the insidious flow of burning fuel would turn it into a death trap.
Hearing muffled by the blast, Joron heard the trooper shout something about Resistance infiltrators in the thermal oscillator compound.
Had they caused the tremor with explosives? Or was it just the mighty weapon once again preparing to fire?
Joron jumped to his feet, heading for the trooper who was once again holding a hand to the earpiece of his helmet. More explosions, smaller this time, ripped through the remnants of the bunker, blotting out the trooper’s words until Joron reached him.
“What?”
“It’s a General Evacuation Order Sir...”
Joron recalled the briefing he’d received when first posted to Starkiller Base, and suddenly his eyes widened. The only real danger posed to the base was a loss of containment for the dark energy storage... The first earth heaving explosion... The thermal oscillator! If the X-wings, or even a determined team of saboteurs, could enter that conduit and destroy even part of it...
“Get on board Sergeant, I’m doing a fast preflight and we’re getting out of here.”
The trooper wasted no time and ran quickly up the ramp as Joron performed the fastest preflight check he had ever done. Thankfully he saw no major damage to the spaceframe that may have been caused by either the groundquake or the subsequent explosions. Of course even if there had been damage, there would have been no time to repair it, but Joron much preferred to know when he was flying hampered if he could. He yanked the two external power feeds out of their ports not caring for finesse or procedure, snapped the panels shut and sprinted for the cockpit.
Much to Joron’s surprise, the Sergeant was strapped into the co-pilot’s seat of the shuttle and completing the process of bringing systems online.
Sliding into the left hand seat Joron turned to the Sergeant as he snapped his harness closed. “I wouldn’t have thought you boys in white would get much cockpit time Sergeant,” he quipped.
The trooper removed his helmet to don the flight headset and smiled somewhat sadly. “I got washed out of flight training Sir. Don’t worry though,” he continued, the grin turning slightly wolfish, “it wasn’t anything to do with my flying...” 
Joron was about to reply, but he heard the whine of the repulsors reaching capacity and instead turned his attention to flying. Plenty of time to follow up on that little story once we’re pulling lines he thought.
In the distance, the horizon lit up with a huge fireball blooming upwards into the already smoke tainted darkness.
“Out of time Sergeant. We lift or we don’t...”
The trooper nodded once, hands flying across his panel.
“Got it Sir, clear to lift!”
Kicking in the repulsors and maxing the throttle, Joron pulled back on the yoke. The nose swung up and the craft clawed skywards just as, unseen below them, fissures ran outwards towards the landing pad they had just vacated. Steam and smoke burst upwards as the pad collapsed.
Joron would have loved the power and performance of his TIE but as long as the utility shuttle got them clear of the planet he didn’t care.
“Are we getting anything on the fleetwide com Sergeant?”
The trooper beside him began a frequency scan and seconds later just as they were clearing the edge of the exosphere, his eyes widened in shock.
“Sir!” The Sergeant flicked the frequency to cockpit speakers and immediately began working the navicomp.
Joron was shocked to find that his guess had been right.
“...immediately. This is an Aurek One Priority Message to all Imperial units. Failsafe systems have been disabled, containment is lost. System is approaching critical status and all units are ordered to evacuate the area immediately. Core collapse in 35 seconds. All units to vacate the area immediately. This is an Aurek One...”
Silencing the speakers, Joron turned to the trooper noticing the pseudomotion flicker of ships entering hyperspace ahead of them.
“So how were your navicomp skills at the Academy?” The humour couldn’t hide the anxiety behind the question.
The Sergeant held his hand out towards the hyperspace activation levers. “Guess we’re about to find out Sir.”
Saying a silent prayer to whichever deity had been watching over him today, Joron reached out and slid the levers backwards.
There was a blinding, all encompassing flash and the shuttle bucked violently before Joron’s recovering eyes saw the hard points of stars stretch into lines before melting into the hypnotic swirls of hyperspace.
“That,” said the Sergeant through clenched teeth, “was entirely too close.”
Blowing out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, Joron said, “And yet Sergeant, we still made it.”  He held his hand out and the trooper took it in a firm handshake. “So just between you and me, how did you do in navigation?”
The trooper’s grin was back as he said, “Actually Sir, I aced it.”
Joron shook his head. The trooper was an enigma. Cool under pressure, multi-skilled and obviously capable of promotion. So what caused him to wash out from flight training? Joron asked the question, expecting a possible rebuff.  
Pausing for just a moment, it seemed that the Sergeant recognised in the officer before him somebody who might just understand, or perhaps at least listen without judging. With a sigh of recollection, he settled back in his seat and asked “Do you remember the Invasion Joint Forces Scenario Sir?”
Joron too settled back into his seat and replied “Oh I do indeed Sergeant.”
And the Sergeant began to relate his tale to an increasingly shocked Joron...
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