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CHAPTER ONE

The Arcoiris

Sun li stared at the freshly cut arcoiris flower. Its rainbow petals were still 
crisp and buoyant, their color undimmed even in the fading light of her father’s 
shop. It lay on the counter, a bright splash of nature amidst the brown, 
overcrowded shelves stuffed with tea boxes and packets of incense.

“So what’ll it be? Will you take the job or not?” 
The man asking the question looked up at her from the other side of the 

counter. He wore a worn military vest, black and gray with a silver diagonal 
stripe across the chest, but she could tell he had never fought a day for the 
Delegation. Every soldier Sun li had ever seen was an auger, someone who had 
been physically augmented to be superior to ordinary humans. Some of them 
were enhanced for speed, some for strength, some for other, darker purposes 
that only those high up in the Delegation knew about: weapon implants, 
artificial limbs, enhanced senses, anything to give them an edge in the 
Delegation’s wars.

The man in front of her was short, had bloodshot eyes and a nervous tick on 
the left side of his mouth. His spiky black hair was so anemic and sparse she 
could count the individual spikes on his head like a puffer fish. And to top it all 
off he reeked of gutrot, the undersider’s beverage of choice. Her sister could 
have bested him without breaking one of her precious manicured nails. He 
would bolt at the first sign of trouble and that was why he had come looking for 
someone like Sun li.

“I need some time to think it over,” she said, though she knew she didn’t 
have any time left. 

She didn't want to take this job. The man hadn’t given her many details, but 
he had said the job would take them to Silenia. That was at least a day’s journey 
away and her father was far too sick for her to be away from him that long. 
Besides, she wasn’t qualified for infiltrating a military installation. Most of her 
jobs so far had been in the back streets of Bracken, chasing dishonest merchants 
or hunting down undersiders who the Delegation had posted a reward for.

None of that mattered when she looked at the arcoiris. On the humid world 
of Kess, these rainbow-colored flowers were rarer than a day without rain, but 
somehow this low-life had gotten his hands on one. He was either fabulously 
rich or as desperate as she was. Judging from his soiled clothes and rancid 
breath, she had little doubt as to which of those was the case.
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He grabbed the flower off the counter and unfastened his satchel. “Well, I’m 
sure I could always buy the services of some other blade with this. So I’ll just 
take my business—”

“Wait.” Her hand darted out over the top of his. “I’ll take the job.”
The man gave her a curt nod. “Excellent,” he said, flipping his hand and 

allowing her to take the stem. “I knew there was a high probability you would 
accept my offer. I look forward to working with you.” He turned to leave, but she 
moved to cut him off.

“On one condition.” She stared at him with her dark, narrow eyes. “I don’t 
kill innocents.”

The man shrugged, “You won’t be killing any innocents on this job. I can 
promise you that.” He smoothed down the silver stripe on his coat as if that 
were some sort of special sign he would honor his word.

“All right, then,” she said. “You’ve got yourself a blade.”
“You’ll do just fine,” he assured her. “You’re exactly the kind I was looking 

for.”
Sun li brushed off the compliment, not sure it really even was one. “Why did 

you choose me anyway? There are other, more experienced blades on the streets 
of Bracken.”

He paused, scratching his stubbly excuse for a beard. It looked more like a 
fungus than part of his face. She had seen enough bizarre illnesses in her short 
lifetime that it would not have surprised her if it were some new sickness he’d 
contracted in the underside.

“You’re honest,” the man said. “At least that’s the word on the street.”
“With all due respect, you don’t look like the type who does honest work.”
A gleam flashed in his eyes. “Even jammers have feelings, love.” He laughed, 

assaulting her senses with his reeking breath. “But I am what I am,” he added 
with a shrug. “Can’t apologize for that.”

“But if you’re running on the underside of things, why do you need an honest 
blade?” she asked, taking a step back to avoid the smell.

“It wasn’t my decision to seek you out, love,” he said. “It’s the people who 
hired me. They said they wanted someone who strikes true for this mission. Too 
many blades cut and run when it suits them. They want someone who still 
abides by the Code. My benefactors are not interested in failure, if you take my 
meaning.”

She knew, if not from the look in his eyes, from her own knowledge of the 
profession, what such words meant: death if they failed to complete the mission. 
She’d never been offered a job like that before and she would have backed out 
now if she thought she could get the flowers any other way.

“Fair enough. I’ll be ready when you come for me,” Sun li replied, bowing in 
the traditional manner.

The man gave her a curious look, unsure of how to respond to the gesture. 
“I’ll come around for you after daybreak. Pack light. I like to run fast.”

He shuffled up the steps and parted the beaded curtain covering the entrance 
to her father’s shop.
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“You forgot to give me your name,” she called up to him. 
His lips stretched into what must have passed for him as a grin. “Brit. The 

name is Brit.” He gave her a parting wave that looked more like he was swatting 
a fly and then disappeared into the filthy, rain-soaked streets of Bracken.

*   *   *
Zhu stroked his daughter’s long black hair with a trembling hand. The tresses 

were damp from the steam-filled room. The bittersweet smell of the arcoiris 
filled the air. It would only stave off the sickness for a time, hopefully long 
enough for her to return with more flowers. 

“I give you my blessing on this journey,” he told her in a rasping voice. Her 
father's face was sunken and pale from the wasting illness, but his dark eyes still 
had that piercing look. “But remember that you must never dishonor the Code, 
even to save the life of someone you love.”

Sun li closed her eyes and tried to hold back her tears. Even with death so 
near, all her father could think about was Kamido—the Code. Sometimes she 
wished they could be like the rest of the world and just take what they needed. 
She was a skilled enough blade that it would have been easy to steal the 
arcoirises from one of the corrupt merchants in the underside and her father 
would have been well by now. But he would never have allowed it. He would 
die before dishonoring the Code. And since she could never lie to her father, she 
had been forced to put in a bid for work in the underside instead. 

It wasn’t that she did not aspire to follow the Code as well. She was proud of 
her heritage. But her father meant more to her than the ancient creeds of the 
Chayan people, a people that to most of the world no longer existed.

“Li li and Zhang will look after me while you’re gone,” her father reassured 
her, his hand collapsing back down beside him. “And besides, I am never truly 
alone,” he added, his eyes wandering towards the etching of her mother that 
hung on the wall.

“I know how much you miss her,” Sun li said, a dull ache forming in her 
heart, the same feeling that always came when she recalled her mother. She had 
died of the same wasting disease her father had less than two years ago. “But we 
still need you here.”

She was trying to be strong for him, for their family, but she was only 
nineteen and there was only so much she could take. The first of her tears 
escaped, trickling down the side of her face. She hoped this sign of weakness 
might be lost amidst the vapors wafting across the room, but she knew better 
than that. The illness had robbed her father of his physical strength but his eyes 
and mind remained as sharp as ever.

“I do miss your mother,” her father whispered, “but that is not what I meant. 
The one who watches over her is the same one who watches over me.” He 
reached up and touched her moist cheek. “Your tears come too early for me, my 
blossom. I do not believe I shall see the eternal realms this night.”

She sighed and tried to smile, but his words only made the tears come 
harder.

“I still have work to do here,” he said, “Your training is not complete.”



Edwardson / JAMMER AND THE BLADE / 4

“Father, I don’t care about the training right now,” she said, taking his hand, 
“The only thing that matters is seeing you well again.” She regretted the words as 
soon as she said them. They were rash and thoughtless and she knew she had 
hurt him the moment they left her lips.

Her father, as always, bore her carelessness with quiet resolve. He gathered 
himself up and, for a brief moment, almost looked whole again. “You think I 
teach you Kamido because I revere its wisdom, but that is not so. The Code only 
has power because of the One who gave it and breathes life into those who 
follow it.”

Sun li bowed her head. “Yes, father. I know. Forgive me. I spoke without 
thinking.”

Zhu eased back down into his bed, clearly exhausted from the effort, but he 
managed to add with a whisper, “You will understand in time, my blossom, the 
Way of Numinae.”

A rustling at the back of the shop broke through the mists. The jammer had 
come for her.

She kissed her father on the forehead. “Father, I must go.”
“I will pray for you,” he promised.
“Thank you, father,” she whispered back. “I will return in an honorable 

manner,” she added, using the traditional parting words, knowing that would 
please her father. Inside, however, what she really meant by them was, “I love 
you.”

Her little brother Zhang appeared at the doorway to the shop. His hair stood 
straight up as always, like a living broom, but it was soft as silk as she rubbed 
her hands through it tenderly.

“Sister,” he said in his mousy voice, “You have a visitor.”
“Thank you Zhang,” she said. She arose and gave her father one last glance, 

but his eyes were already closed.
She gave Zhang, who barely came up to her waist, a kiss on the top of his 

bristly head and then Li li stepped into the doorway. She was only three years 
younger than Sun li, though she gave her far more problems than their little 
brother.

“Don’t let any undersiders into the shop,” Sun li instructed her. “And no 
giving away tea to those hollow-heads you call friends, either.”

“Yes, sister,” Li li said in a monotone voice, pursing her lips in the way that so 
irritated Sun li. “So is that man really a jammer?” she asked, shifting her tone 
and glancing over her shoulder back towards the shop.

“Father is ill,” Sun li admonished her. “Can’t you see that?”
“And I’ll take care of him, don’t worry.” Li li huffed. “It’s just that I’ve never 

seen a jammer in person before. Do you think you could get him to read 
Miguel’s mind when you come back?”

Sun li shook her head. She loved her sister, but had to wonder if leaving her 
father’s health in the hands of this flighty girl was the right thing to do. She 
wished she could ask one of the neighbors for help, but she didn’t trust anyone 
in the barrio with that kind of responsibility.
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“Jammers can’t read minds,” Sun li corrected her, though she doubted her 
sister would remember the information. “They just think a few steps ahead of the 
rest of us, that’s all.” 

A loud cough sounded from the shop and Sun li caught a glimpse of Brit’s 
diminutive outline through the mists.

“I love you both.” Sun li kissed them goodbye. “And if Numinae wills, I shall 
return within a ten span. I leave father in your care.”

She gave Li li a lingering stare, hoping to see some resolve in her sister’s face, 
but she just looked back at her with the same wide-eyed expression as always.

Sun li sighed. There wasn’t time to say everything that was weighing on her 
heart and if she could, it probably would have only made matters worse. And so, 
leaving behind everything she held dear, Sun li departed through the mists into 
the shop and from there followed the jammer out into the streets of Bracken. 
Casting a glance back at her brother and sister who appeared in the doorway of 
the shop, she wondered if she would ever see them or her father again.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Underside

The clitter-clack of plastic shoes on the pavement served as rhythm to the low 
murmuring voices drifting through the air. Wafting smoke, dangling trinkets, 
deformed beggars, and shifty eyes pressed in on the Jammer and the Blade as 
they picked their way down the early morning street. The only friendly face 
belonged to the great red orb in the sky struggling to escape the dirt brown 
skyline of Bracken’s squalor.

The uneasy pair ducked surreptitiously into a junk shop at the end of 
Burgundy Row. It was larger than most of the one Sun li had been in, but just as 
unorganized. Scarcely a bare spot existed on the packed dirt floor. They picked 
their way around and over pile after precarious pile of worthless scrap.

At this hour the shop was still empty except for a slumbering man wearing 
what looked like a black sack with holes for his arms, legs, and head. Brit 
ignored him and hurried towards the back of the shop.

The next moment he disappeared through a cracked, full-length mirror at the 
back of the shop. Not sure she was seeing things correctly, Sun li stood and 
stared at her fractured reflection, wondering where he had gone.

A moment later Brit’s arm sprang out unnaturally from the surface of the glass 
and gestured for her to follow.

When she still didn’t come, he whispered to her from the other side, “It’s a 
holograph. Now come on and walk through.”

Sun li fingers along the surface of the mirror and they passed right through. 
She rubbed the metal vambraces on her forearms as she inched her way through 
the illusory surface. It was a nervous habit of hers and one her father had been 
trying to break for years. A blade was never supposed to draw attention to their 
weapons. Still, it was dark and they were alone. She doubted anyone noticed.

The space beyond the mirror was even darker than the junk shop. It took a 
moment before she could distinguish Brit’s small frame standing at the top of a 
spiral staircase, waiting.

“You’re nervous, aren’t you?” Brit asked, his eyes glinting weakly in the 
darkness.

Aside from Brit’s remark, absolute silence reigned in the room. Not even the 
noise of the street disturbed it, and that unnerved her more than anything. There 
was always noise from the street in Bracken no matter where you went. 
Wherever they were going must be very off the grid. 
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“Don’t you worry,” Brit assured her, “Cheddar and I go way back.” But his 
words meant little to Sun li. The fact that someone was a friend of Brit’s hardly 
meant they could be trusted.

At last they reached the bottom of the stairs, an empty black space stretching 
out before them. If it was a room, Sun li couldn’t see the end of it.

Two spheres of light flashed into existence ahead of them. When her eyes 
recovered from the shock, she saw a large, dark-skinned man sitting in a padded 
chair on the other side of a polished aluminum table. To say he was colorfully 
dressed would be like saying that Bracken had a crime problem. The man’s 
clothing was overrun with clashing hues that had been injected with electro-
glow to give them extra pop. It looked like something one of her sister’s friends 
might wear. “Colormob” was the word they used for the style, though even Li li’s 
friends had never taken it this far.

The man had jowls the size of potatoes attached to either side of his face. His 
wide lips parted to reveal a holographic smile which looked like two mirrored 
strips projected over his teeth. The lights in the room reflected off this 
scintillating grin, making it hard to look him in the face. Topping off his 
questionable sense of fashion, the man wore a tinted visor over his eyes that, 
combined with his artificial smile, made it impossible to gage his actual 
expression.

“Brit, my man,” the stranger’s voice rumbled from the depths of his chest like 
rocks rolling down a gutter. He gestured towards a row of plastic chairs on their 
side of the table. “Dock your station and sit a spell.”

“Good to see you, Cheddar,” Brit said, planting himself in a chair. “It’s been a 
while.”

Sun li remained standing. 
“Cheddar’s smooth. He won’t bite, I promise,” Brit assured her.
She stared at the large man. She didn’t care who this person was or what 

kind of power he had in Bracken’s underside, she was not about to take a seat 
when her host did not rise first.

“Brit’s right,” Cheddar crooned, “I’m harmless as a pillow.”
Brit leaned forward and spoke in low tones, but loud enough for Sun li to 

hear, “She’s Chayan, and heavy into the Code. Probably miffed that you didn’t 
get up to greet her.”

“Right,” Cheddar said. “Well, I’d oblige if I could, sweetness, but since the 
Delegation busted my motor, I hope a lev will do.”

Cheddar’s enormous chair started to hum and into the air. No longer 
obscured by the table, she saw that his torso was actually fused to the chair and 
his legs were missing entirely.

“I am sorry,” Sun li bowed before him. “I did not know. Please forgive me.”
Cheddar floated back to the ground, still wearing his changeless smile. “No 

need to fret. My old legs were useless stumps anyway. I get around much better 
in this contraption.”

Sun li quietly took a seat beside Brit.
“Sunny, this is Cheddar. Cheddar, Sunny,” Brit said. 
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“My name is Sun li,” she said.
 Cheddar nodded in her direction. It fell woefully short of an actual greeting 

but for an undersider it was more than she would have expected. She returned 
the gesture.

“Yeah, well, whatever.” Brit shrugged. “Enough with the chit-chat. Give us 
the specs, man.”

Cheddar reached inside his garish robe and produced a pair of gunmetal tags 
used for transport between the major cities inside Delegation territory. Sun li’s 
father kept a pair of them in his memory box beside his bed. His were copper 
and worn, from a time Sun li could barely remember: their flight from Chay. 
These were smooth and fresh cut.

“This drop is hot, my man. The people fronting this operation have a hard 
date of six days for you to get there and back with the package. You meet the 
deadline or you get zeroed.”

Brit reached for the tags but Sun li snatched them first.
“And who are we working for?” she asked, examining the plates. They had 

Delegation codes etched on them which made them look like they had actually 
been obtained legally.

Brit whistled through his teeth. “You’re off track, love. Cheddar doesn’t have 
to tell you anything—”

“I want to know.” She glared at Brit’s reflection in Cheddar’s visor.
Cheddar chuckled again. “Got your hands full, I see,” he said. “I thought you 

were a jammer, Brit. Didn’t see that one coming?”
“This is what you get when you book a Coder, I guess.” Brit said, scratching 

at the nervous tick on his face.
“You’re working for the Doctor, lady,” Cheddar informed her. “And if that 

don’t put your mind at ease, I don’t know what will.”
“The man behind Deliverance?” That was the last name she expected to hear. 

Deliverance was a resistance movement within the Delegation. They were anti-
augmentation and even anti-chem, though, which got them a lot of popular 
sympathy. Word on the street was that their leader, this “Doctor” had discovered 
the technology to make humanity organic again, maybe even clean up the sky. 
What would a group like that want from a military facility?

“But I thought they were a legitimate group. They don’t work with—”
“People like me?” Cheddar shook his head. “Not all undersiders are bad 

blood, Chay girl.”
Sun li tried to imagine the eyes behind that visor. “If you were really part of 

the resistance you wouldn’t be running with jammers.”
“Jammers got to eat, same as the rest of us. And if the honest work don’t pay, 

you can’t fault a man for wanting to eat,” Cheddar said.
Cheddar hardly looked like he was wanting for food, but she knew better 

than to argue with an undersider. They’d sell their own mother for a pittance.
“Fine, now tell me where you’re sending us.” She held up the tags.
Cheddar pointed a sausage-like finger. “Those are tickets, good for round trip 

passage on a hover barge from the station to the frontier.”
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“What? You’re taking us to the Scrape?” Sun li turned on Brit. “You said we 
were going to Silenia.”

“I never said we’d stop in Silenia.” The jammer gave her a blank look. “I 
believe my exact words were, ‘the job will take us to Silenia.’”

“Never trust a jammer.” Cheddar’s smile blinded her momentarily.
Sun li blinked until the halos in her eyes went away.
“You don’t actually intend on going into the Scrape, do you?” she asked.
Brit nodded. “I don’t like it any more than you do, love, but Deliverance is 

paying so that’s how we’re playing.”
Sun li clenched the arms of her chair. Warning lights flashed inside her mind 

like a Delegation squad car, but her father’s health depended on this mission. 
Brit had only given her a single arcoiris up to this point. That would keep her 
father alive until she got back, but the specialist had said she would need at least 
three more to cure him completely.

“Deliverance is sending us to our death,” Sun li said. “The Scrape is 
swarming with Factor Ten forces. We’ll be vaporized the moment we step over 
the border.”

“Relax, Sunny,” Brit said. “Deliverance has intel that the Delegation is 
launching a major offensive tomorrow. It’s no secret that Factor Ten hasn’t been 
able to replace the automaton forces at the rate the Delegation is destroying 
them. What little they have left they’ll be forced to use to fight off the attack. We 
might run into a few patrols, but nothing you can’t handle.”

Sun li crossed her arms. It sounded like a terrible plan.
“I’ve run the calculations, followed all the branches,” Brit went on, “The 

outcomes are 89 out of 97 that at least one of us makes it back alive. You’ve got 
a jammer at your back. I can see danger before it comes.” 

Brit’s tone was confident, but his nervous twitch betrayed him. His mind was 
wrapped up in details he wasn’t telling her. She was no jammer, but those odds 
were not at all what she would have put them at.

She stood and walked away from the table, trying to think of some way to 
back out of this, but there wasn’t time to find another job.

“Why didn’t Deliverance just contact us directly?” she asked. “Why go 
through a facilitator?” Cheddar may have been crippled by the Delegation, but 
that was no excuse to be fronting jobs on the underside.

“I may not have legs, but I’ve got my eyes and ears to the street, girl. 
Delegation presence is too strong in Bracken. Deliverance is out-gunned here,” 
Cheddar said. “In fact, I already turned up a piece of cheese that I got to share.”

“By all means,” Brit said.
“Echoes are banging around the underside that The Gray Man wants the 

same package you’re after. Don’t know who he’s working for, but it don’t matter. 
Whoever can afford him must want it bad, though, and he’ll cut down anyone 
who stands in his way.”

The Gray Man. Sun li had heard that name before, but all she knew was that 
he was a bounty hunter. Brit obviously knew more than she did. He sat there, 
eyes twitching. Maybe he was developing another nervous tick.
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“The Gray Man does complicate things. Reduces our favorable outcomes to 
28 out of 93. This mission just got a whole lot more interesting,” Brit said.

“I contacted Deliverance and let them know about the situation. They’ve 
agreed to throw in an extra hundred thousand lira as an incentive.”

Brit gave a start. “A hundred thousand? I’m not gonna lie, that’s some serious 
bank. But you know I’m not in this for the money, Cheddar. Not this time.”

“I know about your little side deal with the Doctor. Just consider this a going 
away present, something for your retirement fund.” Cheddar’s chair began 
drifting away from them.

“Wait, where are you going? Who is this Gray Man?” Sun li asked, trying to 
put Brit’s odds out of her thoughts. What did jammer’s know anyway? “Will a 
blade pierce his flesh? Because if so, we have nothing to fear.”

Cheddar’s multi-colored presence drifted out of the light. His grin floated in 
the darkness above his suit like some giant, cheshire cat. “They say he’s a ninety-
niner, Chay girl: ninety-nine percent auger. How he’s still functioning no one 
knows.”

*   *   *

If you enjoyed this story, be sure to check out DJ’s full length novel set in the same 

universe, Into the Vast, book 1 in The Chronotrace Sequence.

The Institute is all Adan knows. And the scientists who run it don't seem to know or 

even care who he might have been before he came there. But the strange technology they've 

fused inside of him and his missing memories are only the beginning as he finds himself 

swept up into a conflict between the researchers and the last remnants of humanity untouched 

by their experiments. 

Part mystical science fiction, part dystopian thriller, Into the Vast is the high-tech 
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exploration of humanity at the pinnacle of innovation and achievement, a time when science 

has made virtually anything possible. But in getting there, something has been lost along the 

way. And perhaps the only person who knows what that is, is the one who doesn't know 

anything at all.

Step into the journey of one man to rediscover his own identity and in the process to 

save humanity from its greatest enemy: itself.

Get your copy of Into the Vast for Kindle.

*   *   *
One More Thing…

When you turn the page, Kindle will give you the opportunity to rate the book and share 
your thoughts on Facebook and Twitter. If you believe this story is worth sharing, would you 
take a few seconds to rate it and let your friends know about it? 
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