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Two best friends torn apart by war. Could the re-enactment of four Christmas dinners create a love worth fighting for?

Lord Rafe Stanmore didn’t just lose his leg in the war; he lost his charming outlook and all his athletic prowess. His best friend, James St. George, brought him through the worst times with his cheerful letters. Rafe can’t bear to face James now he’s so altered, but to placate his sister he agrees to a quick visit. His secret longing for James and the nightly re-lived trauma of the war should be able to stay hidden for a few days.

During the war, James tried to declare his love for Rafe with careful words and extravagant gifts, and never had any indication of his affection being reciprocated. How could gorgeous, athletic, and aristocratic Rafe be interested in polio scarred James? But when Rafe arrives at the farm unexpectedly, James can’t resist giving him all the Christmases he missed. It’s his last chance to show Rafe exactly how he feels.

Four Christmases to reveal a passion that can’t be denied. One last chance to admit the love they’ve been hiding all along.
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An avid reader, Renée Dahlia writes contemporary and historical queer romance. Renée is a bisexual cis woman who is fascinated by people and loves to explore human relationships, with a side of humour, through her writing. Renée has a degree in physics and mathematics, using this to write data-based magazine articles for the horse racing industry. Her love of horses often shines through in her fiction, and she loves a good intrigue and to escape the real world in the pages of a book. When she isn’t reading or writing, Renée spends her time with her four children, usually watching them play cricket.
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Welcome to HIS LORD’s SOLDIER, a novella set in 1919 after World War One. 

This novella is from my Great War series, and features Rafe, the brother of Luciana (Her Lady’s Melody) and James, the brother of Nell (Her Lady’s Honor). 

If you love gay romance, friends to lovers, and a lot of Christmas dinners, you’ll love this novella. It’s medium heat with content warnings for war injuries, and polio. 

This novella is a finalist in the novella category of the Romance Writers of Australia RuBY (Romantic Book of the Year) Awards in 2022. 

If you are keen to keep up to date on new releases and, more importantly, sales, I recommend you sign up to my newsletter, or follow me on social media. 

Social Media Links

Twitter

Facebook 

romance.com.au

Instagram 

BookBub

I hope you enjoy reading this book!

Renée 
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July 1919

Rafe leaned all his weight against the post and rail fence, his crutches resting beside him. A light breeze sent the smell of fresh grass floating past and he inhaled deeply. He’d missed being here, at his best friend James’ horse farm, although it didn’t take a genius to work out why he’d avoided returning for so long. In the parade ring, a wizened up retired jockey led his broodmare, Overby Christmas, along the paved path designed for showcasing horses to their owners. Her weanling colt trotted beside her on long spindly legs, with his ears pricked and his tiny tail held high. Overby Christmas’ dark bay coat glistened under the summer sun with dapples across her coat. James had kept her in excellent condition, and Rafe pushed away the cynical annoyance that she wasn’t really his horse. 

Six years ago, when Rafe had enlisted to fight in the bloody Great War, his best friend gave him a horse. Not just any horse, but a young daughter of the greatest race mare to grace the English turf—Sceptre. Rafe appreciated the expensive gift, but not for the financial gain as most might assume. Any horse would’ve sufficed because what he truly treasured was the cheerful monthly updates from James about the filly they’d named ‘Overby Christmas’. The name started out with hope because everyone said the war would be finished by Christmas, and now the irony of the name summed up his dark view of the whole bloody mess. He should name the colt, ‘Not Likely’, if it wasn’t a bad omen to give a horse such a negative name. His belief in the confident declaration had lasted about as long as it took him to step onto the muddy fields of the Somme. 

“Do you think he has a lot of Sceptre in him?” The colt dropped his head to eat some grass. Rafe couldn’t believe Overby Christmas was such a beautiful mare. When James had given him the young filly, he’d been uncharacteristically cynical about her. Time, and the war, had changed him until cynicism became his entire outlook. No one, not even his best friend, would give away such a valuable horse unless there was something wrong with her. He’d expected to see a pony size swaybacked crocked legged broodmare, not this glamorous long striding athlete who strode around the parade ring with the swagger that only belonged to those truly confident in their greatness. After six years of reading about this horse, and imagining a pit pony, it was terribly disconcerting to watch a proper racehorse walking before him. 

“He’s a lot like his sire, Sunstar.” James had sent Overby Christmas to the Derby winner because the mating would produce a close relative to Sunstar’s Oaks winner Sunny Jane. Rafe was concerned about Sunstar’s own soundness given the horse has reportedly broken down twice during his racing career. He held back a resigned sigh. If James thought it was a good match—and it was on paper—then he wasn’t going to argue. James was the expert. And on that note, it was time to clear up something that had bugged him ever since James had gifted him Overby Christmas all those years ago. Rafe didn’t glance over at James, just kept his gaze firmly on the end of the beautiful brick stable block that lined the edge of the parade ring. 

“I have one question.” Now he’d seen the mare, the question grew in statue because the mare was an outstanding type. A proper elegant racehorse with a sloping shoulder and deep girth. “Why would you give away a daughter of Sceptre unless there is something wrong with her?” 

“There is nothing wrong with her.” James’ voice deepened slightly and Rafe turned towards his friend. A faint flush was painted on his cheeks, although the colour could easily be attributed to the wind. 

“It’s an expensive gift ...”

“...for a very good friend.” James breathed in audibly. “Please. Don’t worry about the cost. Sceptre lives here on the farm. We look after her for her owner who is a gambler. He offered me Sceptre’s next foal in lieu of agistment fees for the remainder of Sceptre’s life.”

“Aren’t you a lucky bastard then?” Sceptre was the only horse to ever win four English Classic races, both the Guineas, the Oaks, and the St Leger, and her first two foals had shown plenty of the same talent, each winning the Cheveley Park Stakes of their year. One of them had already produced the Oaks winner Sunny Jane; hence sending Overby Christmas to Sunny Jane’s sire to create a three-quarter sibling—the cavorting colt before them. Sceptre herself had been the most expensive yearling ever sold, thanks to her incredible pedigree, making her own foals virtually impossible to own. There had to be more than luck to it. “James. Seriously, there isn’t a more expensive broodmare in all of Europe.”

James laughed and the sound washed over his skin, as it always had, awakening the lust he carried with him buried deep in his heart. Rafe had been in love with his best friend forever, but it was one sided. The type of love he wanted wasn’t something that could be openly discussed. Oh, he knew James cared for him, as a friend, and the gift of Overby Christmas proved their friendship, nothing more. James couldn’t fight and when Rafe had enlisted, this gift gave James something practical to do. It would be silly to attribute anything more to this gesture than the need for James to feel involved with a war he couldn’t fight in. 

“Her two older sisters are worth much more.” James waved to the person leading Overby Christmas and he led the horse towards them. “I know it seems like a lot to give you such a horse. She cost me nothing except to feed her mother, and it’s a privilege to have a horse like Sceptre on the farm.”

Rafe had no response to that. Before the war, he might have said something happy-go-lucky. He wasn’t that person any more. 

“I couldn’t just give you any horse. Rafe, you are my best friend. I had to give you a horse of consequence to ensure that you would come home from that damned war. It had to matter.” 

Rafe gritted his teeth, ignoring the weight of emotion in James’ voice. “Fat lot of good that did me.” 

“On the contrary, you are here.” 

“Not all of me.” Rafe muttered under his breath. A soft nose nudged his hip through the fence, and he tried to relax. The foal breathed out, little nostrils fluttering against his pinned up trouser leg. 

“Rafe. I’d like to think that my good luck in acquiring Overby Christmas rubbed off on you and now you are here to meet your horses.” James didn’t mention Rafe’s missing leg and Rafe eased out a tight breath. He wasn’t ready to have that conversation with James just yet. His whole damned family had encouraged him to visit James to talk about how to navigate the world without a leg. Just because James had polio as a child and had lived for more than twenty years with some paralysis on his left side, didn’t at all equip James to understand how Rafe felt. Rafe had always trusted his body, he’d been the fastest runner at school. He’d followed in his father’s footsteps and become an amateur champion boxer, and he’d expected to end the war either whole or dead. Not this. 

“I’m here.” Rafe knew he sounded terse, but he couldn’t find it to care anymore. 

“Yes. You are.” Too much was unsaid between them. James’ voice was rough as he said nothing much at all, and yet, there was plenty implied. The war had ended over eight months ago. Rafe’s injury had happened two years before that in the autumn of 1916. For a long time after the initial injury, Rafe had been stuck in a hospital bed fighting off various infections. Not just the amputation site, but also where shrapnel had been imbedded in the rest of his body. No one got their leg blown off cleanly. Eventually, he’d been shipped back to England, and he’d gone home to his parent’s estate to recover. To hide from the world and James with his chirpy letters. How on earth could his friend understand the depth of his agony and loss? The Spanish Flu outbreak had provided an additional reason to stay at Stanmore, but the excuses were all gone now and he had to face his best friend’s reaction to his new reality. There was only so much begging and pleading he could listen to from everyone before he’d swallowed enough of his pride to get on a train and visit. 

James rubbed the mare’s head. “Please put them in the number six house paddock.” The person holding Overby Christmas nodded and led the broodmare away. The little colt stayed beside Rafe for a few moments, then spun on his heels and galloped after his mother. Rafe wished he could appreciate the spring in the colt’s step, the way he lengthened out, like a real racehorse. 

“He’s a cracking type. We’ll wean him soon.”

Rafe nodded, not willing to trust his voice. James’ letters had kept coming after he’d been injured, and every month he spent a week waiting for the next one. For the sense of normalcy in James’ handwriting and his stories from the farm that told of English rural life. The flu had been a terrible blow for Newmarket with many of the township suffering and yet all through that, James found a way to write positive snippets of the world. Horse racing was built on optimism and James had it in spades. There was always something to be excited about, an anticipated foal, a young racehorse who showed promise, an older horse winning after a long layoff with injury. 

“You asked me what was wrong with her. Only one thing.”

“Oh?” A smugness filled his chest with air. Rafe knew it. The whole story was too good to be true. 

“She’s unraced.” 

“Unsound?” There had to be something not right about Overby Christmas—people didn’t give away a horse that cost more than the farm she lived on. 

James shook his head. “No. It’s not her fault. During the war, most racecourses were closed and we had to prioritise which horses we put into training. We didn’t have the staff to trial everything either. She’s such a beautifully bred filly she didn’t need to prove herself on the track. Obviously I would have liked to have tested her, to see if she’s the same quality as her older siblings, but there were other priorities.”

Rafe ignored James’ half-apology about not putting his horse into training. “Most?” If Rafe had thought about it, he would’ve guessed that all racing would have stopped during the war. He’d been too busy to think about it and damned if he wouldn’t feel guilty about that. 

“The July Course at Newmarket stayed open and we ran the classics here instead of at Epsom.” 

“You didn’t mention this in your letters.” 

For the first time since Rafe had arrived at the farm, a frown flashed over James’ face. “No. I didn’t want you to worry. You had enough to do.” 

“Why have racing at all?” It was better to ask that, than growl at James for lying to him. He deserved the truth, not happy stories merely told to cheer up Rafe. He wasn’t a bloody child who needed to be soothed. Even before he was a soldier, he’d been a boxing champion. He was accustomed to a little blood and gore; had inflicted it on many before he’d paid the price for that. Rafe gripped the fence tighter and let James’ soothing voice wash over him, suddenly glad for the normalcy of his tone. Maybe James had it right, and what he had needed was a sugar-coated sweetened version of life back home. It’d given him something to fight for, a reason to keep going when everything seemed impossible. 

“We employ a lot of people, Rafe, and we breed a lot of horses. The war needed horses, and the military needed horses. By keeping racing going, it meant we could afford to keep breeding horses for the army.” 

“Why not just sell to the army?” 

James coughed. “Only a moment ago you asked me about Sceptre and the astronomical cost of her progeny. The army pays a pittance compared to the price I can get for a decent young racehorse, let alone one of Overby Christmas’ quality. One funds the other, and Newmarket is the best breeding land, so it made sense to give the horse breeders a reason to continue.” 

“A self-fulfilling prophecy then.” 

James laughed, a low chuckle under his breath. “God, Rafe, when did you get so cynical?” 

“When I was told the war would be over by Christmas, only to spend two damned Christmases in a trench being shot at, and another two in hospital.” At least he hadn’t been sent to Gallipoli, although that might have been better than the misery of the Somme. Nowhere in war was a good place to be.

“And every time I wrote to you about your horse, her name reminded you of that early hopefulness. I’m sorry.” 

Rafe shook his head. “It’s not your bloody fault. I believed it too. I thought it would be a lark.” He didn’t need to point out that they’d both obviously been wrong. 

“I don’t think anyone could have predicted it.” James picked up his cane and turned away. “Come on, let’s go back to the house and have some lunch.” 

Rafe nodded and grabbed his crutches. His leg ached from standing on it for so long, and while he wouldn’t admit it to his friend, he’d be glad to sit down. Leaning on the fence had helped and having the summer sun warm his skin was also a blessing. Life wasn’t all terrible. He could count his blessings; one of them being his best friend James. James may never love him the way Rafe loved James, but it didn’t matter. Rafe swung himself along the path, easily keeping pace with James’ unsteady gait. The little hitch as he used his hip and his cane to swing his left leg forwards was such a part of James that Rafe suddenly realised he’d missed it. Heat rose up behind his eyes and he blinked hard. 

Damn, he was too stoic to cry at such a familiar sight and he wanted to slam that errant thought away. He wasn’t sad because James had a limp, he was sad because he’d spent six years away from James. Six years pretending that he didn’t miss him all that much. His uneven gait and the odd rhythm of the way he walked hit Rafe in the gut like a surprise punch. He hadn’t realised how much he’d missed having James’ physical presence beside him. Reading his letters wasn’t enough. It’d been only a fraction of the connection that Rafe craved. He clenched his hands around his crutches, against the urge to run his palm down James’ strong spine. In the six years he’d been away, James had broadened with a lot more muscle. In horse terms, James would say that his action hadn’t changed but he’d matured and strengthened with age. 
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