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◊

“Miss Eleanor.”

The desperation in his voice was only matched by his irritation, and the moment he said anything, Amir feared he had inadvertently given himself away. 

The sapphire eyes he had come to both love and hate twinkled mischievously at him. “Why, Mr. Qureshi, I do believe you’re quite flustered. Especially if you’re going to use your manners. Where are those mongrel ways of yours? I might mistake you for a real gentleman with such a formal tone.” 

Her lyrical, teasing voice did nothing to lighten his mood; rather, it plucked at his heartstrings with a bittersweet twang, and Amir had to force himself to remain still as he stared down at her. 

It would do nothing for his case if he showed any further sign of compromise, especially now that his partner sensed his weakness.

“It is only proper I address you as such, Miss Eleanor,” Amir said, keeping his voice stripped of all his conflicting emotions. “Your mother, Her Grace, would be the first to agree with me.” 

At the mention of her mother, her gaze only grew bolder. “We both know my mother’s favorite thing in the world is being a hypocrite,” she said, crossing her arms and tapping her toe. “Call me Naděžda, as I’ve told you to before several times now.” 

Inwardly, Amir groaned. He should have known better than to say anything. If there was anything Eleanor Naděžda Ollerton-Cerná excelled at—and there was plenty—it was arguing with him. And while there was enough wrong with that in itself, it unnerved him how often he found himself losing those arguments. 

“Miss Eleanor, propriety demands—”

“Is this my punishment, after all these years, to have you give me the same lecture I gave you when we first met, Amir?” Naděžda asked, arching her brow as she pouted. 

Amir hated how he stared at her mouth. His Abba had always been so concerned about him looking into a woman’s eyes that Amir never realized how sinful looking at a woman’s lips could be. Even beneath her yashmak, the transparent veil worn by women on the streets of Constantinople, seeing Naděžda stick out her bottom lip was like watching a rose bloom under misty moonlight.  

He was secretly relieved when she crossed her arms and let out an indignant sigh, turning her face to the side; her patience was dwindling as quickly as his resolve. 

All I have to do is outlast her. Amir relaxed in the slightest degree; it was always easier to outlast her than it was to outwit her. 

“If I didn’t know you better, I would question your intellect,” she said. 

“What is stopping you? You’ve questioned it often enough in the past several months we’ve been working together on the Order’s missions.” Amir frowned, his own patience wearing thin. “Unless, of course, you have good reason to agree with me in this case?” 

“I fail to see why finding a way to engage the target would be a mistake. He’s old enough to be more patient with someone of my age.”

“He’s old enough to see you as a nuisance.”

“Doubtful. He’s likely no more than ten years older than I am, probably married with a wife and an heir at home. A little flirtation from someone like me will make him feel like a young, attractive, appreciated hero. We’ve followed him long enough to know he’s a soft touch.”

Amir frowned. “Now I really don’t like your idea. He could fall in love with you on sight.”

“What better way to get him to slip up?” Naděžda sneered. “If anything can ruin your life, it is love.” 

He hated both her tone and how much he agreed with her. “Spies are not supposed to fall in love.” 

Though his tone did not betray it, that reminder was one that was burned into him daily, often multiple times as he worked with Naděžda. 

She was a member of the Order of the Crystal Daggers, an ancient group of spies and assassins, specializing in political security and clandestine reconnaissance missions. Naděžda’s mother was its leader, and Lady Penelope took great pride in her responsibilities, with an unrivaled, orderly fervor. While their adventures varied in location, task, and time, Amir always embraced the chance to work beside Naděžda. While he was not a member of the Order, he was a medical adviser and companion on many of their assignments. 

Above all else, he sought to honor that trust. That was why he had to keep Naděžda safe—perhaps despite her wishes otherwise on such matters.  

Amir cleared his throat cautiously. “Right now, it would be an unnecessary complication, especially if you are right about the wife and nursery at home.”  

“But it would be so easy.” She clasped her hands together. “He’s drawn to books. What better way to get his attention and earn his respect than engaging him at the book vendor?” 

“No matter how much he loves books and no matter how much charm you throw his way, the Bohemian ambassador is not going to discuss business with the likes of you.” 

Amir glanced back at their target. They had been following him for hours now, ever since he walked through the construction site where the sultan’s new Dolmabahçe Palace was being built. 

Considering the crowded streets of Constantinople, and the finer points of the Bohemian’s diplomacy, finding him was a miracle more than anything else. Amir did not want to lose him, and Amir especially did not want to lose him because he was too distracted from arguing with Naděžda. 

And over such nonsense, too. 

“I should go anyway,” Naděžda murmured behind him, just loudly enough he knew she was angry enough to be serious. “You never let me do what I want.” 

“That’s enough,” Amir told her sharply. “The ambassador is the one who is supposed to meet with the merchants from the Haberecht Shipping Company, and we need to find out where they are located and why he is meeting with them. Her Grace says the company has rebellious sympathies. She suspects they could be behind the missing shipment themselves, rather than the Ottomans who supposedly took off with it.” 

“King Ferdinand is not concerned about the rebels. He just wants the weapons for himself.” 

“A king is allowed to protect his own country.”

“Yes, but how can he protect himself from his own country? There is trouble brewing in Bohemia, just as there is trouble in Italy, Germany, and other Austrian principalities.”

“That is why we need to find out where the shipment went.” 

Naděžda wrinkled her nose. “My father would likely know. If we really wanted to find out, all we would have to do is ask him.” 
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