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  Campfire Encounter


The mud sucked at Charlotte's boots with every step, a wet hungry pull that made her calves ache. She shifted the heavy basket against her hip, the clean linens still warm from the last pressing, and picked her way through the chaos of the encampment. Men huddled around sputtering fires, their faces hollow with exhaustion. The smell of blood and gunpowder clung to everything, a coppery fog that settled in the back of her throat. 
It had been three days since the battle at Lodi. She had spent them washing bandages until her fingers pruned and split, watching men die on straw pallets while the surgeons worked with saws and rum. Charlotte kept her head down and her mouth shut. That was how a woman survived in a camp full of hungry soldiers. You made yourself invisible. You made yourself useful. You became something no one bothered to notice.
"You there. Laundress."
She stopped. A young aide with a harried face blocked her path, his uniform splattered with mud. "The General wants his linens. Fresh ones. Now."
"I'm delivering to the officers' tents already," she said, her voice flat. "His will be there by nightfall."
"He wants them now." The aide's eyes darted toward the large command tent at the center of the camp. A single lantern glowed inside, casting long shadows against the canvas. "Follow me."
Charlotte's chest tightened. She had seen the General before, a small figure on horseback with eyes that seemed to burn through the smoke of battle. She had heard the men whisper his name with a mix of awe and fear. Bonaparte. A Corsican. A man who moved like lightning and expected the world to keep up.
She had no business being near such a man.
But she followed the aide anyway, because refusing a general's order was not a luxury a laundress could afford.
The tent flap opened before she could announce herself, and the aide gestured for her to enter. She stepped inside, and the warmth hit her first, a thick heat from a brazier that glowed in the corner. Then the smell of ink and candle wax and something sharper, gun oil maybe, or sweat. A map table dominated the center of the tent, covered in papers and small wooden markers.
And there he was.
Napoleon Bonaparte stood with his back to her, bent over the table, his dark hair falling forward as he studied the map. He was shorter than she had imagined, but there was a coiled energy to his posture, a tension that made the air in the tent feel thin. He did not turn around.
"Leave the linens on the cot," he said, his voice clipped and distracted.
Charlotte moved toward the narrow cot in the corner, her eyes fixed on her task. She set the basket down carefully, keeping her movements quiet and efficient. The linens were clean. That was all that mattered. She would leave, and he would forget she had ever existed.
"Wait."
She froze. Her hand hovered over the basket.
He turned slowly, and when his eyes met hers, the world contracted. They were gray, those eyes. Not the soft gray of a winter sky but the hard gray of a blade, sharp and cold and utterly focused. He looked at her the way he must have looked at the battlefield, searching for weakness, for strength, for something worth noticing.
She did not look away. She could not.
"You're the laundress who's been working through the night," he said. It was not a question.
"Yes, General." Her voice came out steady, though her heart hammered against her ribs.
"I've seen you. By the river. At dawn." He took a step closer, and she caught the scent of him, smoke and leather and something clean beneath it. Soap. He had washed recently. "You work hard."
"I work to live, sir."
A flicker of something crossed his face. Surprise, perhaps. Or amusement. "Most of the women here avoid my gaze. They curtsy and stammer and make themselves small."
"I'm not most women, General."
The words slipped out before she could stop them, and she felt a flush creep up her neck. Stupid. Foolish. She had just made herself visible, and visibility was dangerous.
But he smiled. It was a small thing, barely a curve of his lips, but it transformed his face. The hardness softened, just for a moment, and she saw the man beneath the commander.
"No," he said, his voice lower now. "You are not."
He walked around the table, and she forced herself to stay still. Every instinct screamed at her to retreat, to make an excuse, to flee back into the safety of the camp. But her feet would not move.
"What is your name?"
"Charlotte Moreau."
"Charlotte." He said it slowly, as if tasting the word. "A strong name. French."
"From Lyon, originally. I joined the army with my husband." She paused. "He died at Arcole."
There was no pity in his eyes. Only acknowledgment. "Then you understand loss."
"I understand survival."
He was close now, close enough that she could see the dark circles under his eyes, the lines of fatigue etched into his face. He had not slept. He had probably not eaten. He was running on will alone, and that will was a furnace that consumed everything around it.
"Survival," he repeated. "Is that all you want?"
The question caught her off guard. She blinked, and for a moment the tent faded, and she was just a woman standing before a man who had asked her something no one had ever asked before.
"I want to live," she said slowly. "I want to eat. I want to sleep without fear." She trailed off, unsure how to finish the sentence.
"You want more." His eyes burned into hers. "I can see it. In the way you hold yourself. In the way you look at me without flinching. You want something beyond mere survival."
"And what if I do?"
"Then you are a woman after my own heart."
The words hung in the air between them, heavy with meaning. Charlotte felt the heat of the brazier on her back, the chill of the night air seeping through the canvas, the impossible warmth of his proximity. She had not been touched in months. Not by a man. Not with tenderness. And now this general, this conqueror, was looking at her as if she were a puzzle he wanted to solve.
"You shouldn't speak to me this way," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "It isn't proper."
"Proper." He laughed, a short sharp sound. "There's nothing proper about war, Charlotte. There's nothing proper about the things I've done, the things I will do. And there's nothing proper about the way I feel when I look at you."
He reached out, and his fingers brushed her cheek. She flinched, but did not pull away. His touch was light, almost reverent, and it sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold.
"You have dirt on your face," he said softly. "From the river, I imagine."
"Work leaves marks."
"Yes. It does." His thumb traced her cheekbone, and she felt her resolve cracking, the walls she had built around herself beginning to crumble. "I want to see you again, Charlotte. Not as a laundress. Not as a servant. As yourself."
"That is dangerous."
"Everything worth doing is dangerous."
His thumb moved along her jaw, tilting her face upward. The calluses on his hands were rough from holding reins and swords, but his touch was gentle, almost questioning. As if he were asking permission with every inch of skin he traced. She should have said no. She should have pulled away, made her excuses, disappeared into the night. But instead she stood there, caught in the gravity of his gaze, and let his fingers map the line of her throat.
"You tremble," he murmured.
"I haven't been touched in a long time."
"Neither have I." The admission surprised her. His voice was raw, stripped of its command. "Not like this. Not with meaning."
His hand settled at the nape of her neck, warm and firm, and he drew her closer. She could feel the heat radiating from his body, the hard planes of his chest beneath the wool of his coat. He smelled of soap and smoke and something distinctly male, a scent that made her pulse quicken in her veins. His lips hovered above hers, close enough that she could feel his breath, warm and unsteady.
"Tell me to stop," he whispered.
She didn't.
His mouth found hers, and the kiss was soft at first, a careful pressing of lips that sent a jolt through her body. Her hands came up instinctively, gripping the front of his coat, and she felt him exhale against her, a shuddering breath that told her he was as affected as she was. Then the kiss deepened, his tongue sliding against hers, tasting and claiming, and the warmth of the brazier was nothing compared to the heat building between them.
His hands moved to her waist, pulling her flush against him, and she felt the hard length of his body, the evidence of his desire pressing against her hip. She gasped into his mouth, and he swallowed the sound, his fingers digging into the fabric of her dress as if afraid she would disappear.
"Charlotte," he breathed against her lips. Her name in his mouth was a prayer and a command all at once.
He walked her backward, slowly, until her back met the tent pole. The wood was solid against her spine, and his body was solid against her front, and she was trapped in the best possible way. His mouth moved to her throat, pressing hot open kisses along the column of her neck, and she tilted her head back, giving him access, giving him everything.
His hands found the buttons of her bodice, fumbling slightly, and she reached up to help him, her fingers working the fastenings with practiced efficiency. The fabric loosened, and he pushed it aside, his palm sliding over her chemise to cup her breast. She arched into his touch, a soft moan escaping her lips as his thumb circled her nipple through the thin linen, teasing it to a hard peak.
"You're beautiful," he said, his voice rough. "Do you know that? In the firelight, by the river, with your skirts hitched up and your arms in the water. I couldn't stop watching you."
"You should have been planning your battles."
"I was planning this."
He pulled the chemise down, baring her breast to the warm air of the tent, and bent his head. When his mouth closed over her nipple, she cried out, her fingers tangling in his dark hair. The wet heat of his tongue sent sparks cascading through her body, pooling low in her belly, between her thighs. He sucked and licked and nipped, his hand kneading her other breast, and she was drowning in sensation, in the impossibility of this moment.
She tugged at his coat, and he shrugged it off, then pulled his shirt over his head in one swift motion. His body was lean and hard, scarred in places, the skin stretched tight over muscle and bone. She ran her hands over his chest, feeling the hair beneath her palms, the rapid beating of his heart.
"You're shaking," she whispered.
"I want you too much." His voice was barely audible. "I've wanted you since the first morning I saw you."
His hands gathered her skirts, inching the fabric up her thighs. The cool air hit her skin, followed immediately by the heat of his palms, sliding up, up, until his fingers found the slit in her drawers and touched her where she was wet and aching. She bit her lip to keep from crying out, but he pressed his forehead against hers, his breath coming in ragged gasps.
"You're ready," he said. "God, Charlotte, you're so ready."
"Then don't make me wait."
He groaned, a sound that vibrated through her entire body, and pushed two fingers inside her. She clamped around him, her hips moving instinctively, seeking more. His thumb found the swollen bud at her center and circled it, slow and deliberate, while his fingers curled and pressed within her. The pleasure built in waves, each one higher than the last, and she dug her nails into his shoulders, leaving crescents in his skin.
"I can't," she gasped. "I can't think."
"Don't think." His fingers moved faster, harder. "Just feel."
She came apart with a sob, her body clenching around his fingers, wave after wave of pleasure crashing through her until she was trembling and boneless against the tent pole. He held her through it, his mouth pressed to her temple, his arms keeping her from sliding to the ground.
When she could breathe again, she reached for the fastening of his trousers. He caught her wrist, his eyes dark and searching.
"You don't have to."
"I want to." She met his gaze, steady and sure. "I want this. I want you."
He released her hand, and she undid the buttons, freeing him. He was hard and thick in her hand, and when she stroked him, he made a sound that was almost a sob, his head falling back, the tendons in his neck standing taut. She had forgotten what it felt like to hold a man
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