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ONCE there was an Old Republic, a just and benevolent government
that united the galaxy for a thousand years. Under its grand democracy,
peace reigned” supreme. Science and technology expanded. New star
systems were discovered and settled. The arts flourished. Citizens openly
spoke their minds. A Galactic Senate® was established, giving each
member world a voice in the government. But as with anything that
grows old, the Republic began to decline. Parts decayed. Its core turned
rotten. War became a daily tragedy. When the Republic was finally
pronounced dead, it was already a faded memory in the minds of its
former citizens.

Once there was a mystical order of Jedi Knights”, the guardians of
peace and justice in the Old Republic. Legends told that they possessed
abilities beyond the ordinary, including powers of the mind, of invisible
strength, of foresight and wisdom. But as wise as they were, the Jedi were
not wise enough to see the evil within their beloved Republic. Those whom
the Jedi had trusted as friends and allies betrayed and murdered them.

Once there was a Galactic Empire, born from the ashes of the
Republic, yet the opposite of everything for which the Republic had ever
stood. This was no grand democracy; a tyrannical” Emperor ruled with an
iron fist. Liberties were abolished. Obedience was mandated®. Propaganda

infected the arts. Science and technology expanded only for the benefit of
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the military. Star systems new and old were conquered and plundered™.
Citizens lived in fear of punishment if they spoke out against Imperial
abuse. The Senate was disbanded. The Jedi were exterminated. The only
voice that mattered was that of the Emperor. But try as he might, he could
not extinguish all the flames of hope.

Once there was a Rebellion, sparked by a passionate few who
cherished the principles of the Republic and despised the Empire. At
first it was a ragtag® alliance of defiant freethinkers, maverick® artists,
enlightened nobles, and restless youths. It began its fight against the
Empire unorganized. Small and weak. Unable to win a skirmish®, let
alone a war. Though the losses piled up and victory seemed impossible,
these rebels did not surrender. They found hope in the heroics of a young
man named Luke Skywalker. By learning the way of the Jedi, he helped
bring an end to the tyranny. So as quickly as the Empire rose, it fell. A
New Republic was founded in its wake.

Once a war starts, however, it is almost impossible to stop. Such was
the case when the New Republic struggled to keep the peace. For not all
were swayed back to democracy. Civil war had hardened many hearts.
Worlds that championed Imperial discipline broke away from the New
Republic and renamed themselves the First Order. Their goal was to
destroy the New Republic and return the galaxy to the false glories of
the Empire. But few in the New Republic saw the First Order as a serious
threat. Those who did mounted a counteroffensive; yet against the
rising military might of the First Order, the Resistance seemed too little,
too late.

And the one who might have the power to aid their cause, a man by
the name of Luke Skywalker, was nowhere to be found.
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WAR was coming to the planet Jakku.

Its herald was the colossal battle cruiser known as the Finalizer.
It soared through the depths of space with little worry of ambush™.
Nearly three kilometers from bow to stern, the Star Destroyer bristled
with turbolaser cannons, tractor beams, shield generators, and missile
launchers. And that was only its exterior.

The interior of the Finalizer housed® its true firepower — its crew.
Thousands of officers, gunners, soldiers, and technicians were unified in
one purpose: make the First Order the dominant power in the galaxy.
Their devotion to the cause was unshakable, and that loyalty bred a
deadly efficiency. Orders were carried out, exactly as instructed, without
thought of moral consequence. For in the minds of the crew, the First
Order was always right.

The soldiers who executed the will of the First Order in combat were
called stormtroopers. And like the First Order’s Star Destroyers, sight of
them inspired not only dread but awe.

The stormtroopers wore the white body armor that had been
perhaps the most recognizable symbol of the former Empire, but that
armor had been refined. The shell plates were lightened and made less
bulky, which provided greater flexibility and freedom of movement.

And that singular face of Imperial brutality — the stormtrooper helmet



CHAPTER 1
18

RPDEERERETE .

EAH" B "SEHASRL, LERENAE,
T SNBSS S, KAEFFRMSKE=T K, NS
EHRTROEOE . BIEE, PEREENSRES
2, OER2THISMES,

ERE S MEENDMTAS— ERRR.
HUTFHHNEE . BF. LEANATRE— 2@
i LE—REESETR, BIER R SRS T
—FE, B EEHNEE ., BIRRE TR
BHNTHS, NRERERER, BATERRIGH,
E—THARER.

B E— BT SESB ER R R R
SE—RRANFEN—H, BOIHRIRIESHE AN
RIS, BaSAME,

MRS TOEER, KTSELETERSS
PRMATS, BN BEE THE, SRNERER,

WIS/, REMWEHRT, THEENEE, BHRK
7w o S E RIS — AR TR IR

@house It MENF BRAET ANFOBEN, KARBESA
v RE, Wi




WARF

— was streamlined. Its visor was elongated ™ to permit a larger field of
vision while still keeping its vague resemblance to a human skull.

But these First Order troopers were more than just ordinary soldiers in
terrifying costumes. It was their skill in combat that set them apart. They
had been selected to join the ranks in childhood. The stormtrooper corps
had become their family. Their alphanumeric® call signs had become
their names. Their training was so thorough, so disciplined that nothing
frightened them. They would sacrifice their lives without hesitation. They
would commit the unspeakable if commanded. Guilt never troubled
them. The First Order was always right.

Having recently been commissioned as a full stormtrooper, FN-2187
was eager to do his duty.

FN-2187 advanced with his squad into a desert settlement. Most of
the villagers had fled, though a few, dressed in not much more than rags,
mounted a defense.

It proved feeble and shortlived. For every shot from a villager’s
sporting blaster or slugthrower, the stormtroopers fired many times with
their rifles. The first trooper to return fire was almost always FN-2187.
His latest shot had downed a rooftop sniper”.

“Can you give others a chance, Eight-Seven? Had that last target in
my sights,” said FN-2003 over the helmets’ internal comms.

“Why? So you can miss, Slip?” replied FN-2199, who went by the
nickname Nines.

“Slip can miss all he wants, but I need a kill,” said FN-2000, or
Zeroes, as everyone in the training cadre knew him. “Not fair that Eight-
Seven gets all the glory”

According to a counter displayed inside FN-2187’s helmet readout,
he had eliminated more targets than any other trooper in the squad. The

distinction didn’t make him proud; he was just doing his job.
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FN-2187’s infrared sensors” picked up a flicker of movement
across the street. He magnified the view. A woman with dirt-caked
hair crouched behind an animal hitching post. Trembling, her teeth
chattering, she stared at the troopers and reached into her pocket. What
she pulled out was dark and round, the same shape as a grenade®.

“Down, everyone!” FN-2187 dropped to the ground. His comrades
did the same.

A heartbeat from pulling his trigger, FN-2187’s helmet recognized
the object in the woman’s hand as a native gugu fruit. She bit into it,
probably to still her clacking teeth and calm her fright.

The comm chatter became laughter. “Beware edible missiles,” Nines
joked. “Can stain your armor.”

Zeroes rose and adjusted his chest plate. “Mine’s dented now.
Thanks, Eight-Seven.”

“I do what I can,” FN-2187 said, taking their ribbing in stride. Hed
almost shot someone who wasn’t an enemy combatant. He needed to be
more careful.

A black-gloved hand reached down to help him up. It was FN-2003.
Slip. “No matter what we say, Eight-Seven, yours was incredible reaction
time for target reassessment.”

“Doubt I would’ve been able to desist from pulling my trigger,”
added Nines.

“That’s why you're always running out of ammo®, Nines,” Zeroes
said. All four squad mates laughed.

The incessant sound of warfare stopped. “Troopers, stand down,”
came a stern voice over hidden loudspeakers. “Simulation is complete.”

The desert village disappeared and FN-2187 and the other troopers
of the squad found themselves standing in the white void of the

Finalizer’s simulation room. The thousands of pinholes that pricked the
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walls, ceiling, and floor no longer projected the holographic images that
had made their training exercise seem so real.

“Assemble for imminent" deployment,” the bodiless voice boomed.

Heading with his squad toward the hangar, FN-2187 noticed a
palpable® excitement among his comrades. FN-2187 felt it himself, along
with a sense of relief. There would be no more simulations. They were
about to embark on their first true combat mission.

In the docking bay, three other stormtrooper squads joined them
from opposite entrances. They all marched past racks of TIE fighters
and came to a halt at precisely the same time, equidistant® from Captain
Phasma, leader of the First Order’s stormtrooper legions.

Phasma stood before four troop transports. Her spotless chrome
armor gleamed. The mantle of her command, a black cape with
redstriped edge, hung across her body from a clasp on her left shoulder.

“Troopers,” she said, her voice modulated through her helmet, “your
objective is simple. Apprehend this fugitive® of justice at all costs.” She
held out a personal holopad. A miniature image of an old human male
in sackcloth robes materialized above her palm. “He goes by the name of
Lor San Tekka and is a sworn enemy of the First Order. Request backup
immediately if you find him. We want him brought in to First Order
custody alive for interrogation”

FN-2187 studied the bluish hologram of the man. The fugitive must
be very important to warrant the First Order’s sending a Star Destroyer
and four squads of stormtroopers to catch him.

“Are there any questions?” Phasma asked.

All troopers remained silent and motionless, rifles held in double-
handed grips. Phasma took a step forward. “For most of you, this will be
your first experience of real combat. I cannot believe none of you have

questions or concerns.”
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FN-2187 lifted a hand.

“Speak, Two-One-Eight-Seven,” Phasma said.

FN-2187 returned his hand to his rifle. “What about collateral
damage? How do we prevent civilian casualties™?”

“You don’t,” Phasma said. “These villagers may appear poor and
defenseless, but by sheltering a known enemy, they have declared war on
the First Order. If they do not surrender at once, do what is necessary.”
She turned to address all the troopers. “Is that understood?”

“Yes, Captain,” FN-2187 said, his voice drowned out in the chorus of
his comrades.

“Everyone, remember not to overthink the situation. Trust your
training, follow your orders, and you will all return victorious in no
time.”

Phasma gestured with her rifle. “You may board your assigned
transport,” she said. “Long live the First Order”

FN-2187 and the stormtrooper chorus repeated the cry. “Long live
the First Order!”

The troopers saluted Captain Phasma as they marched past her into
the transports. Her gaze seemed to linger on FN-2187 for a moment
longer than the others. Or maybe that was just his nerves. He knew
Phasma expected great things from him. In the past, she had praised him
before his peers as one of the strongest of the new cadets. But he wasn’t
a cadet anymore. He was a stormtrooper of the First Order, about to test

\2) s

in the “real thing,” a life-or-death scenario

his mettle ®_ On this mission,
he could show his comrades that he deserved to be in their ranks. He
could prove to Captain Phasma and the First Order that he was worth
their investment in him.

In step with his squad, FN-2187 saluted his captain and boarded the

transport, ready to take on the Resistance.



