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      For everyone who has ever taken a vacation

      and had it go spectacularly wrong.

      

      You are not alone.

      

      Also, stay away from Doug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          In Which I Am Dragged to Jamaica Against My Will

        

      

    

    
      
        
        As narrated by Corvus Q. Featherbottom, psychopomp, professional omen, and the only one who knew this vacation was doomed before we finished packing.

      

      

      

      I warned him.

      I told Death—my boss, my liege, my terminally moody employer—that humans could not be trusted to stay alive unsupervised.

      But did he listen? No. He packed sunscreen he does not need, a linen shirt he cannot wrinkle, and his new bride (lovely bones, that one), and declared we were going on vacation. “Three days of peace.”

      Three days.

      Mortals can’t even manage three minutes without flinging themselves off something tall, ingesting something questionable, or falling out of a coconut tree.

      But I flapped along behind them anyway, croaking the ancient raven proverb: “All flights land eventually.”

      Because the announcement had come earlier that morning, on the obsidian shore⁠—
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        * * *

      

      Death stood with his cloak pooling around him, the air rimed in frost. Above us, Helheim’s sky sagged with low, greenish clouds—eternal twilight, flavored lightly with despair. The usual.

      “We’re going to Jamaica,” he said.

      “Jah—what?” I asked, hopping closer along the slick black stones. “Is that a new circle of the underworld? Sounds humid.”

      “It’s an island in the mortal realm. Sun. Sand. Warmth.”

      “Disgusting,” I said immediately. “I refuse.”

      “You’re coming,” he said, in the same mild tone he used when telling emperors their time was up.

      Behind him, our queen watched us both. Hel’s dead half was bare today, the skin cut clean at the line of her nose and jaw: one side mortal-lovely, the other side polished bone. Her hair—black as the deep sea—fell over one shoulder. Frost clung to the strands where it brushed the floor.

      “I see you’ve told him,” she murmured.

      “He is taking it poorly,” Death replied.

      “I am taking it rationally,” I corrected, puffing myself up. “You can’t just—take a holiday. Who is meant to collect the souls? You? In a floral shirt? With a drink umbrella stuck in your⁠—”

      “Corvus,” Hel and Death said together.

      I shut my beak. Temporarily.

      Hel stepped forward, the temperature dropping another few degrees as she moved. Where her bare foot touched the obsidian, a skin of ice spidered out in delicate lines, cracking and healing in the same breath.

      “Even gods are allowed to rest,” she said. “For three days, the tasks will slow.”

      She meant the Plague Years. The Wars. The time some fool unlocked a cursed mirror and condensed three centuries of hauntings into one long weekend. Times when the line of the dead stretched beyond horizons.

      “They never stop completely,” I said. “You know that.”

      Death’s gaze softened as he looked at Hel. It always did. The empty hollows of his eyes glowed faintly.

      “I have never taken you anywhere warm,” he said to her, as if I weren’t there. “You once said you wished to know what sunlight feels like without burning.”

      “I recall,” Hel said. The living half of her lips curved. “I said I wondered if the stories were exaggerated.”

      The way he looked at her then made something in my small, coal-black heart ache.

      “This is absurd,” I muttered, because someone had to be practical.

      Hel knelt, bringing her face level with mine. The living half was all soft color, faint blue veins beneath pale skin; the other half was clean, gleaming bone etched with tiny runes only the oldest of us could read.

      “Corvus Q. Featherbottom,” she said, in the voice that had lulled countless warriors into peaceful acceptance.

      “Will you not come with us, and complain about everything you see?”

      She knew my weaknesses too well.

      I puffed again, then deflated. “I do complain best in person.”

      Death extended one skeletal hand. “Come, old friend. I have booked ocean views.”

      “Booked,” I repeated. “As in…online?”

      “Yes. The clerk at the travel agency was very helpful.”

      “The one who died halfway through the transaction?”

      “We finished it posthumously,” Death said with dignity. “He was very committed to his job.”
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        * * *

      

      The passage between worlds is not, contrary to mortal legend, a tunnel with a light at the end. The passage is a set of doors.

      Today, Death chose an airport.

      We stepped through the archway and out into a corridor of humming lights and polished tile, the air thick with coffee, perfume, and barely repressed panic.

      Mortals rushed in every direction, dragging rolling coffins they called luggage. A toddler screamed about a confiscated juice box with the fury of a dispossessed demon. It was awful.

      “Ah,” I said, hopping onto Death’s shoulder. “Yes. This is much better than the peace of the underworld.”

      Death had insisted on wearing a hat.

      It was a straw fedora he had found in some haunted closet. It sat on his smooth skull at an unfortunate angle.

      The brim was frayed.

      “You look like you sell cursed timeshares,” I told him.

      “It’s festive,” he said.

      Hel’s living half was utterly expressionless. “You look very…committed, love,” she said.

      Death beamed. Figuratively. He had no lips.

      We approached the security line.

      “What is this?” Hel whispered, watching mortals remove their shoes and place their possessions in bland gray bins.

      “A ritual,” I said. “They strip, shuffle through a portal, sacrifice their dignity, and then reclaim their belongings. It’s all very spiritual.”

      A bored security agent waved us forward. She glanced at Death’s proffered passport photo—naturally blank, cameras do not love him—frowned, and looked up.

      “Sir, are you…uh…part of a convention?”

      “Yes,” Death said.

      She accepted this. Mortal denial is the strongest force in the universe.

      They wanded Hel. The wand screamed. The wand iced over. The guard dropped it, swore, and stuck his fingers in his mouth.

      Somehow, they let us through anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The flight itself was uneventful, by our standards.

      We sat in first class because Death insisted. The flight attendant took one look at us and decided we were cosplayers.

      “Love the looks,” she whispered, refilling Hel’s water glass. “That skeleton makeup is seriously good, girl.”

      Hel blinked slowly. “Thank you,” she said, with the careful politeness of someone who has just been complimented on her actual face.

      The plane rose. Clouds parted around us. I dozed on Death’s shoulder, lulled by the engine thrum and the faint, distant chorus of all the souls not currently needing me.

      It was almost peaceful.

      Which, of course, was when the turbulence started.

      The cabin shuddered. Someone screamed. And somewhere midway through the third jolt, a man two rows back clutched his chest.

      I smelled it immediately—the sour metallic tang of a heart deciding it was finished.

      “No, no, no,” I hissed, launching from my perch. “You couldn’t wait until landing?”

      But Death was already there, half-present, straddling time. The soul tore free with a soft, wet sound that only a few of us heard.

      The man—or his spirit, as it were—blinked, suddenly standing in the narrow aisle, staring at his own body slumped in the too-narrow seat.

      “Oh,” he said faintly. “Is that⁠—”

      “Yes,” I said. “Welcome. Mind the aisle. Keep your limbs inside the metaphysical at all times.”

      He sagged toward Death instinctively, like all of them did. Some part of them always knew where to go.

      Death set a hand on his shoulder. “You were almost finished,” he said gently, “even before you boarded this plane.”

      The man swallowed. “Will it hurt?”

      “Not in the way you fear,” Hel said.

      He looked at her properly then—bone and flesh, terror and comfort—and did not scream. Perhaps some mortals lose the capacity for that at the end. He only nodded.

      They stepped sideways together. For a moment, I saw the shoreline, the great black river, the faint shapes moving on the far bank. Then the plane snapped back into one reality.

      Flight attendants rushed toward the slumped body, all frantic hands and futile urgency.

      I fluttered back to Death’s shoulder as he eased into his seat.

      “Well,” I said. “Four minutes of peace. A new record.”

      Death let his head rest against the seat, the ridiculous hat tipping forward.

      “I had hoped,” he said quietly, “that just this once, it might wait.”

      Beside him, Hel’s living hand turned, threading her fingers through his bare phalanges.

      “It was but one small death,” she murmured. “We still have three whole days.”

      “Which,” I said, dropping back onto his shoulder, “is exactly what I’m afraid of.”

      He huffed something that might have been a laugh.

      The engines hummed. The mortals cried, or prayed, or stubbornly pretended nothing had happened.

      “Perhaps,” he said slowly, “this will still be enough.”
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        * * *

      

      The airport in Montego Bay smelled like humidity and industrial cleaning solution, with top notes of rum and desperation.

      We emerged from customs—don’t ask how; mortal bureaucracy bends around Death like water around a stone—and stepped through the automatic doors into a wall of heat.

      I had never experienced anything so aggressively warm.

      “This,” I announced, “is an oven. You have brought me to an oven. I am not a blackbird to be baked in a pie.”

      Hel lifted her face to the sun. The living half of her flushed—actually flushed—with something that might have been wonder. The skeletal half gleamed white as bleached coral.

      “It is…” She paused. “Gentler than I expected.”

      “The sun?” Death asked.

      She nodded. “I thought it would burn.” She lifted her living hand, watching the flush bloom beneath the skin. “This is… tolerable. Almost pleasant.”

      Death watched her with those hollow, glowing eyes.

      “Good,” he said softly. “That is what I hoped.”

      A shuttle van pulled up, painted in cheerful yellows and greens, a cartoon sun grinning from its side. The driver—a large man with a  an even larger smile and two gold teeth—leaned out the window.

      “Welcome to Jamaica, my friends! You here for the resort?”

      “Yes,” Death said. “The honeymoon package.”

      The driver’s eyes swept over them—the towering skeleton in a straw fedora, the half-dead queen with frost still melting from her hem, the extremely annoyed raven—and his smile did not waver.

      “Ah, newlyweds! Beautiful, beautiful, mon. Love is love, yes? Hop in, hop in.”

      He either could not see what they were, or he did not care. I was beginning to suspect that Jamaica operated under different metaphysical rules entirely.

      We climbed into the van. The seats were sticky with decades of sunscreen. A small plastic skeleton dangled from the rearview mirror. Death glanced at it, then at me, with what I can only describe as professional offense.

      “Anatomically incorrect,” he murmured.

      “The ribs alone are a crime,” I agreed.

      Hel reached up and flicked it gently as she passed. It spun in a cheerful little circle.

      “I think it’s charming,” she said.

      She was really trying, I had to give her that.

      The driver pulled away from the curb, reggae crackling from the speakers, and we wound along a road lined with palm trees and hand-painted signs advertising jerk chicken and snorkeling tours. The sea glittered in the distance, impossibly blue, offensively alive.

      Death reached over and took Hel’s hand.

      She let him.

      I watched the mortals on the roadside—vendors, tourists, children chasing each other through the dust—and calculated the statistical likelihood of any of them surviving the next three days without incident.

      The numbers were not encouraging.

      But for now, the sun blazed, the music played, and my master held hands with his queen in the back of a van that smelled like coconut.

      I tucked my beak under my wing and decided not to complain.

      For at least another five minutes.
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