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For Marie, my fave Elizabeth Swann



Chapter 1

Present

My world comes to an end at 10:43 on a Friday night, when the elevator
lurches to a stop between the eighth and seventh floor of the building that
houses the engineering firm where I work. The ceiling lights flicker. Then go
off completely. Then, after a stretch that lasts about five seconds but feels
like several decades, come back with the slightly yellower tinge of the
emergency bulb.

Crap.

Fun fact: This is actually the second time my world came to an end
tonight. The first was less than a minute ago. When the elevator I'm riding
stopped on the thirteenth floor, and Erik Nowak, the last person I ever wanted
to see, appeared in all his blond, massive, Viking-like glory. He studied me
for what felt like too long, took a step inside, and then studied me some more
while I avidly inspected the tips of my shoes.

Re-crap.

It’s a slightly complicated situation. I work in New York City, and my
company, GreenFrame, rents a small office on the eighteenth floor of a
Manhattan building. Very small. It has to be very small, because we’re a
baby firm, still establishing ourselves in a pretty cutthroat market, and we
don’t always make a ton of money. I guess that’s what happens when you
value things like sustainability, environmental protection, economic viability
and efficiency, renewability rather than depletion, minimization of exposure
to potential hazards such as toxic materials, and . . . well, I won’t bore you
with the Wikipedia entry on green engineering. Suffice it to say, my boss,
Gianna (who coincidentally is the only other engineer working full-time at



the firm), founded GreenFrame with the aim of creating great structures that
actually make sense within their environment, and is delightfully, crunchily
hard-core about it. Unfortunately, that doesn’t always pay very well. Or well.

Or at all.

So, yeah. Like I said, a slightly complicated situation, especially when
compared with more traditional engineering companies that don’t focus as
much on conservation and pollution control. Like ProBld. The giant firm
where Erik Nowak works. The one that takes up the whole thirteenth floor.
And the twelfth. Maybe the eleventh, too? I lost track.

So when the elevator began to slow down around the fourteenth floor, I
felt a surge of apprehension, which I naively discarded as mere paranoia. You
have nothing to worry about, Sadie, I told myself. ProBld has tons of offices.
They’re always expanding. Orchestrating “mergers” and eating up smaller
firms. Like the Blob. They are truly the corrosive alien amoeboidal entity of
the business, which translates to hundreds of people working for them, which
in turn means that any one out of those hundreds of people could be calling
the elevator. Any one. There’s no way it’s Erik Nowak.

Yeah. No.

It was Erik Nowak, all right. With his massive, colossal presence. Erik
Nowak, who spent the entirety of our five-floor ride staring at me with those
ruthless, icy blue eyes of his. Erik Nowak, who’s currently looking up at the
emergency light with a slight frown.

“The power’s out,” he says, an obvious statement, with that stupidly deep
voice of his. It hasn’t changed one whit since the last time we talked. Nor
since that string of messages he left on my phone before I blocked his
number. The ones that I never bothered answering but also couldn’t quite
bring myself to delete. The ones I could not stop myself from listening to,
over and over.

And over.

It’s still a stupid voice. Stupid and insidious, rich and precise and clipped
and low, with acoustic properties all its own. “I moved here from Denmark
when I was fourteen,” he told me at dinner when I asked him about his
accent, slight, hard to detect, but definitely there. “My younger brothers got



rid of it, but I never managed.” His face was as stern as usual, but I could see
his mouth soften, a slight uptick on the corner that felt like a smile. “As you
can imagine, there was lots of teasing growing up.”

After the night we spent together, after all that happened between us, I felt
as if I couldn’t get the way he pronounced words out of my head. For days I
constantly squirmed, turning around because I thought I’d heard him
somewhere in my proximity. Thought that maybe he was nearby, even
though I was jogging at the park, alone in the office, in line at the grocery
store. It just stuck to me, coated the shell of my ears and the inside of my—

“Sadie?” Erik’s infamous voice cuts through my thoughts. It has that tone,
the one of someone who’s repeating himself, and maybe not just for the first
time. “Does it?”

“Does . . . what?” I glance up, finding him next to the control panel. In the

stark shadows of the emergency light he’s still so . . . God. Looking at his
handsome face is a mistake. He is a mistake. “I’'m sorry, I . . . What did you
say?”

“Does your phone work?” he asks again, patient. Kind.

Why is he so kind? He was never supposed to be kind. After what
happened between us, I decided to torture myself by asking around about
him, and the word kind never came up. Not once. One of New York’s top
engineers, people would often say. Known for being as good at his job as he
is surly. No-nonsense, aloof, standoffish. Though he was never any of these
things with me. Until he was, of course.

“Um.” I fish my phone out of the back pocket of my black tailored pants
and press the home button. “No service. But this is a Faraday cage,” I think
out loud, “and the elevator shaft is steel. No RF signal is going to be able to
make a loop and . . .” I notice the way Erik is staring at me and abruptly shut
up. Right. He’s an engineer, too. He already knows all of this. I clear my
throat. “No signal, no.”

Erik nods. “Wi-Fi should work, but it doesn’t. So maybe this is—”

“—a building-wide power outage?”

“Maybe even the whole block.”

Shit.



Shit, shit, shit. Shit.

Erik seems to be reading my mind, because he studies me for a moment
and says reassuringly, “It might be for the best. Someone is bound to check
the elevators if they know that the power’s gone.” He pauses before adding,
“Although it might take a while.” Painfully honest. As usual.

“How long?”

He shrugs. “A few hours?”

A few what? A few hours? In an elevator that is smaller than my already-
minuscule bathroom? With Erik Nowak, the broodiest of Scandinavian
mountains? Erik Nowak, the man who I . . .

No. No way.

“There must be something we can do,” I say, trying to sound collected. I
swear I’m not panicking. No more than a lot.

“Nothing that I can think of.”

“But . . . what do we do now, then?” I ask, hating how whiny my voice is.

Erik lets his messenger bag drop to the floor with a thump. He leans
against the wall opposite mine, which should theoretically give me some
room to breathe, even though for some physics-defying reason he still feels
too close. I watch him slide his phone in the front pocket of his jeans and
cross his arms on his chest. His eyes are cold, unreadable, but there is a faint
gleam in them that has a shiver running down my spine.

“Now,” he says, gaze locked with mine, “we wait.”

It’s 10:45 on a Friday night. And for the third time in less than ten
minutes, my world crashes to an end.



Chapter 2

Three weeks ago

There are worse things in the world.

There are, without a single doubt, giant heaps of worse things in the
world. Wet socks. PMS. The Star Wars prequels. Oatmeal raisin cookies that
masquerade as chocolate chip, slow Wi-Fi, climate change and income
inequality, dandruff, traffic, the finale of Game of Thrones, tarantulas, food-
scented soap, people who hate soccer, daylight saving time (when it moves
one hour ahead, not behind), toxic masculinity, the unjustly short life span of
guinea pigs—all of these, just to name a small handful, are truly terrible,
dreadful, horrific things. Because such is the way of the universe: it’s full of
bad, sad, upsetting, unfair, enraging circumstances, and I should know better
than to pout like a ten-year-old who’s half an inch too short for the roller
coaster when Faye tells me from behind the counter of her small coffee shop:

“Sorry, honey, we’re all out of croissants.”

To be clear: I don’t even want a croissant. Which I know sounds weird
(everybody should always want a croissant; it’s a law of physics, like the
Fermi paradox or Einstein’s field equation), but the truth is, I would gladly do
without this specific croissant—if this were a regular Tuesday morning.

Unfortunately, today is pitch day. Which means that I’m meeting with
potential future GreenFrame clients. I talk to them, tell them the hundreds of
little things I can do to help them manage large-scale sustainable building
projects, and hope they’ll decide to hire us. It’s what I’ve been doing for
about eight months, ever since I finished my Ph.D.: I try to bring in new
clients; I try to keep the ones we already have; I try to ease Gianna’s
workload, since she just had her first baby—who, incidentally, is three



babies. Apparently, triplets do happen. And they’re adorable, but they also
wake one another up in the middle of the night in a never-ending spiral of
sleeplessness and exhaustion. Who would have thought? But back to the
clients: GreenFrame has been venturing dangerously close to not-quite-in-
the-black territory, and today’s pitch meeting is critical to keep the red at bay.

Enter the croissants. And that other little problem I happen to have: [ am a
little superstitious. Just a tad. Just a little stitious. I have developed a complex
system of rituals and apotropaic gestures that need to be performed to ensure
that my pitch meetings will go as planned. I have more years of science
education than anyone ever needed, and should probably know better than to
believe that the color of my socks is in any way predictive of my professional
success. But do I?

Nope.

Back in college, it was exactly three braids in my hair for every single
soccer game (plus two coats of L’Oréal mascara if we were playing away)
and I had to listen to “Dancing Queen” and “My Immortal” before each and
every final—strictly in that order. Thank God I managed to graduate on time,
because the emotional whiplash was starting to grind at me.

Not that this issue of mine is something I like to admit widely. Mostly just
to Mara and Hannah, my supposed best friends. We met during the first year
of our Ph.D.’s and have been lumbering together through the tribulations of
STEM academia ever since. For the most part, having them in my life has
been my one true joy, but there have been less-than-outstanding aspects of it.
For instance, the fact that during the four years we lived together they
oscillated between staging anti-superstition interventions and pranking me by
inviting stray black cats into our apartment on every Friday the 13th. (We
even ended up adopting one for a few months, JimBob, till we noticed that
the Kkitty in the Missing flyers all over the neighborhood suspiciously
resembled him; JimBob was, in fact, Mrs. Fluffpuff, and we returned her
quietly, in the middle of the night. She’s been dearly missed ever since.)
Anyway, yes: I have horrible, amazing, superstition-unsupportive BFFs. But
we don’t live together anymore. We don’t even live in the same city: Mara is
in D.C. at the EPA, and Hannah has been working for NASA and commuting



between Texas and Norway. I can throw salt over my shoulder and frantically
look around for wood to knock on to my heart’s content.

Why, why am I like this? I have no clue. Let’s just blame my aggressively
[talian mother.

But back to this Tuesday morning: the crux of my problem, you see, is
that back in the winter, before my most successful client pitch to date, I got a
bit peckish. So I popped into Faye’s hole-in-the-wall coffee shop, and instead
of just asking for the usual—punishingly black coffee: no sugar, no cream,
just the bitter oblivion of darkness—I tacked a croissant on to my order. It
was just as good as the coffee (i.e., simultaneously stale and undercooked;
taste hovering between starch and salmonella) and, to my eternal dismay, was
promptly followed by me bagging the most lucrative contract GreenFrame
had seen in its young history.

Gianna was over the moon. And so was I, until my half-Italian brain
started forming a million little connections between the croissant from hell
and my big professional win. You know where this is going: yes, I now
desperately feel that I must eat one of Faye’s croissants before every single
pitch meeting, otherwise the unthinkable will happen. And no, I have no idea
how to react to her kind but definitive, “Sorry, honey, we’re all out of
croissants.”

Did I say that there are worse things in the world? I lied. This is a disaster.
My career is over. Are those sirens in the distance?

“I see.” I bite into my lower lip, order it to un-pout itself, and force myself
to smile. After all, it’s not Faye’s fault if my mom drilled into my baby
neurons that walking under the stairs is a surefire way to a lifetime of despair.
I go to therapy for that. Or I will. At some point. “Are you, um, making
more?”

She looks at the display case. “I’ve got muffins left. Blueberry. Lemon
glaze.”

Oh. That actually sounds good. But. “No croissants, though?”

“And I can make you a bagel. Cinnamon? Blueberry? Plain?”

“Is that a no on the croissants?”



Faye cocks her head with a pleased expression. “You really like my
croissants, don’t you?”

Do I? “They’re so, um.” I clutch the strap of my fake-leather messenger
bag. “Unique.”

“Well, unfortunately I just gave the last one to Erik over there.” Faye
points to her left, toward the very end of the counter, but I barely glance at
Erik-over-there—tall man, broad shoulders, wears suit, boring—too busy
cursing my own timing. I should not have spent twenty minutes tickling the
majestic beauty of Ozzy’s little guinea pig tush. I am now rightfully paying
for my mistakes, and Faye is giving me an assessing stare. “I’ll toast you a
bagel. You’re too skinny to skip breakfast. Eat more and you might grow a
little taller, too.”

I doubt I’ll manage to finally push past five feet at the ripe old age of
twenty-seven, but who’s to say. “Just to recap,” I say, in one last pleading,
whiny attempt at salvaging my professional future, “you’re not making more
croissants today?”

Faye’s eyes narrow. “Honey, you might like my croissants a little too
much—"

“Here.”

The voice—not Faye’s—is deep and pitched low, coming from
somewhere above my head. But I barely pay it any attention because I’'m too
busy staring at the croissant that has miraculously appeared in front of my
eyes. It’s still whole, set on top of a napkin, a few stray flakes of dough
slowly crumbling off its top. I’ve had Faye’s croissants before, and I know
that what they lack in taste they make up for in size. They are very, very
large.

Even when delivered by a very, very large hand.

I blink at it for several seconds, wondering if this is a superstition-induced
mirage. Then I slowly turn around to look at the man who deposited the
croissant on the counter.

He’s already gone. Half out of the door, and all I get is a brief impression
of broad shoulders and light hair.

“What—"?” I blink at Faye, pointing at the man. “What . . . ?”



“I guess Erik decided you should have the last croissant.”

“Why?”

She shrugs. “Wouldn’t look a gift croissant in the mouth if I were you.”

Gift croissant.

I shrug myself out of my stupor, toss a five-dollar bill in the tip jar, and
run out of the café. “Hey!” I call. The man is about twenty steps ahead of me.
Well, twenty steps with my tiny legs. Might be less than five with his own.
“Hey, could you waita...?”

He doesn’t stop, so I clutch my croissant and hurry after him. I channel
my best Former Soccer Scholarship Kid self and dodge a lady walking her
dog, then her dog, then two teenagers making out on the sidewalk. I catch up
right around the corner, when I come to a halt in front of him.

“Hey.” I grin up. And up and up and up. He’s taller than I calculated. And
I’m more winded than I’d like. I need to work out more. “Thank you so
much! You really didn’t have to . . .” I fall silent. For no real reason other
than because of how striking he looks. He is just so . . .

Scandinavian, maybe. Viking-like. Norse. Like his ancestors frolicked
below the aurora borealis on their way to funding Ikea. He is as big as a yeti,
with clear blue eyes and short, pale-blond hair, and I would bet my gift
croissant that his name contains one of those cool Nordic letters. The a and
the e smushed together; that weird o slashed through the middle; the big b
that’s actually two s’s stacked on top of each other. Something that requires a
lot of HTML knowledge to be typed.

It takes me by surprise, that’s all, and for a moment I’m not sure what to
say and just stare up. The strong jaw. The deep-set eyes. The way the angular
parts of his face come together into something very, very handsome.

Then I realize that he’s staring back, and instantly become self-conscious.
I know exactly what he’s seeing: the blue button-down I tucked into my
chinos; the bangs I really need to trim; the brown, shoulder-length hair I also
need to trim; and then, of course, the croissant.

The croissant! “Thank you so much!” I smile. “I didn’t mean to steal your
food.”

No reply.



“I could pay you back.”

Still no reply. Just that North Germanic, severe stare.

“Or I could buy you a muffin. Or a bagel. I really didn’t mean to interfere
with your breakfast.”

Number of replies: zero. Intensity of stare: many millions. Does he even
understand what I’'m— Oh.

Ooooh.

“Thank. You,” 1 say, very, very slowly, like when my mom’s side of the
family, the one that never immigrated to the U.S., attempts to speak Italian
with me. “For”—I lift the croissant in front of my face—*“this. Thank”—I
point at the Viking—*“you. You are very”—I tilt my head and scrunch my
nose happily—“nice.” He stares even longer, pensive. I don’t think he got it.
“You don’t understand, do you?” I murmur to myself dejectedly. “Well,
thank you again. You really did me a solid there.” I lift the croissant one last
time, like I’m toasting him. Then I turn around and begin to walk away.

“You’re welcome. Although you’ll find that the croissant leaves much to
be desired.”

I whirl back to him. Blondie the Viking is looking at me with an
indecipherable expression. “D-did you just speak?”

“I did.”

“In English?”

“I believe so, yes.”

I feel my soul crawl outside my body to astral project itself into the
burning flames of hell out of pure, sheer embarrassment. “You . . . you
weren’t saying anything. Before.”

He shrugs. His eyes are calm and serious. The span of his shoulders could
easily moonlight as a plateau in Eurasia. “You didn’t ask a question.” His
grammar is better than mine and I am withering inside.

“I thought . . . It seemed ... I...” I close my eyes, remembering the way
I mimicked the word nice for him. I think I want to die. I want this to be over.
Yes, my time has come. “I am very grateful.”

“You probably won’t be, once you try the croissant.”

“No, I...” I wince. “I know it’s not good.”



“You do?” He crosses his arms on his chest and gives me a curious look.
He’s wearing a suit, like 99 percent of the men who work on this block.
Except that he looks unlike any other man I’ve ever seen. He looks like a
corporate version of Thor. Like Platinum Ragnarok. I wish he’d smile at me,
instead of just observing me. I’d feel less intimidated. “Could have fooled
me.”

“I— The thing is, I don’t really want to eat it. I just need it fora . .. for a
thing.”

His eyebrow lifts. “A thing?”

“It’s a long story.” I scratch my nose. “Kind of embarrassing, actually.”

“I see.” He presses his lips together and nods thoughtfully. “More or less
embarrassing than you assuming I don’t speak English?”

The swift and violent death I was talking about earlier? I need it now. “I
am so, so sorry about that. I really didn’t—"

“Watch out.”

I look around to see what he means right as some guy almost runs me over
with his skateboard. It’s a close call: between the precious croissant I clearly
feel ambivalent about and my bag, I nearly lose my balance, and that’s where
Corporate Thor intervenes. He moves way quicker than anyone his size
should be able to and slides between me and Skateboard Guy, straightening
me with a hand around my biceps.

I glance up at him, nearly out of breath. He’s as towering as a Greenlandic
mountain range, pressing me a bit against the window of the corner
barbershop, and I think he’s saved my life. My professional life, of course.
And now also my life life.

Oh shit. “What even is this morning?” I mutter to no one.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. I mean, I'm clearly on a downward spiral of struggle and
mortification, but . . .”

He keeps his eyes and the angles of his handsome, aggressive, unusual
face on me. His expression is grave, unsmiling, but for a fraction of a second
a thought runs through my head.

He’s amused. He finds me funny.



It’s a fleeting impression. It lingers a brief moment and dissolves the
instant he lets go of my biceps. But I don’t think I imagined it. I’'m almost
sure I didn’t, because of what happens next.

“I think,” he says, his voice more delicious than Faye’s croissants could
ever hope to be, “that I’d like to hear that long, embarrassing story of yours.”



