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DEAR READER,

Thank you for picking up this book. It was a tough one to write emotionally and may be a tough read for some as well so please be mindful of the trigger/content warnings.

The Dreamhaven Duet is a loose retelling of the classics 'Oliver Twist' and 'The Count of Monte Cristo' consisting of reverse bully and rich girl/poor boy trope in Book 1 followed by a revenge plot and a somewhat unconventional HEA in Book 2. Book 1 ends on a cliffhanger and features a hero suffering from mutism and 17 y.o MCs but with 18+ content.

The story is told using first person dual POV although a few chapters are in 3rd person as I believed it was necessary to set the tone for some of the scenes. I have written this story with teenage protagonists in mind and therefore, you may find their characteristics or mindset similar to most seventeen-year-olds.

Apart from the mentioned triggers and mutism, ‘The Stable Boy’ closely explores the concept of ‘conditioning’ with regards to the main characters. Conditioning, in psychology, is a behavioral process whereby a response becomes more frequent or predictable in a given environment as a result of reinforcement.

Safety wise, there are non-explicit OW and OM scenes in this book after the H and h have met because they are important for the development of the plot. The H and h do not cheat on each other though.

Hope you enjoy your reading. Please do consider leaving a review after and if you do, it is my humble request that you refrain from giving away the ending as a spoiler.

Z.
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PAIGE

We called him the stable boy. Dad took him out of foster care and brought him to our farm because it meant free labor. I didn't know his name. Didn't want to.

You know what else I didn't want?

I didn't want to notice him as he eventually grew out of that lanky frame and got...hot. I didn't want thoughts of him invading my brain when I was on dates with my boyfriend. I didn't want to care when he looked like he needed to say something so badly but couldn't.

Because he was mute. He couldn't speak even if his life depended on it. And after making that same life a living hell for him all these years, I didn't want to face the fact that he might never forgive me.

––––––––
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OLIVER

Why didn't they ever say it? Why didn't they ever say my name? I ached to hear it sometimes instead of the usual phrases like 'stable boy' and 'dumb kid'. In their eyes, that was all I was. Because of what? My disability?

And her...

My tormentor. My foster father's daughter who never got off her high horse. What did I ever do to her? Why did she hate me so much?

Even when I treated her with kindness.

Even when I helped her out with things.

Even when tears gathered in my eyes and I wanted to tell her to stop because I didn't deserve to be bullied but words wouldn't come out of my mouth.

The world was my hell and she ruled it like the devil. And the worst part of it all was that...I let her.
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TW: THIS BOOK CONTAINS themes and situations pertaining to slavery, abuse, bullying, sexual assault, trauma and disability discrimination. Reader discretion is advised.

To Nedra Atkinson.

This entire duet is dedicated to you. Thank you for your continuous support and for lending inspiration to this passion project of mine.
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“WOW, SCOTT. OUT OF all the kids you could have chosen, you had to bring home some dumb-"

“Rachel. We don't need him to speak, honey. We just need him to be able to handle the workload without having to pay for labor. He was the strongest one there amongst others his age."

Rachel Hamilton let out a snort and banged a pot against the sink, causing the other three people in the room to flinch.

“I'm not letting him stay here. This is so like you, Scott. You didn't even think to ask for my opinion on this."

She walked away in a huff and her husband followed her, trying to placate her with words of reassurance.

“He can stay in the barn, honey."

“I’ve already sorted everything out with the social worker.”

“Imagine how much money we would save, not hiring a farm hand."

“I did this for us."

There was a beat of silence, some shuffling upstairs and then the creaking of a bed in a lazy, rhythmic manner began while the two kids sat in the living room below and stared at each other.

The boy, his eyes blank and yet so soulful, a mop of dark brown, wavy hair on his head and his clothes plain and simple. He was just twelve years old, abruptly snatched away from his routine at the foster care unit in Cedarfield and brought to Dreamhaven mere minutes ago by a man who had so casually bribed the social worker.

The girl, a few months younger, studied him curiously, her grey eyes assessing and a little excited.

“Are you going to be my brother?" was the first thing she asked him after she was done scrutinizing him. 

He frowned at her because for some reason, that just sounded so wrong.

The noises above grew louder all of a sudden and the boy's eyebrows pinched together even more before he shifted his gaze towards the ceiling and then looked away quickly.

"They’re having sex," the girl explained unnecessarily, biting her lip. "People do it when they get married, you know." She paused and regarded him with wide eyes.

His chest rose and fell in a slow breath while he kept his gaze averted.

"I'm going to go tell Rayne about you," the girl announced cheerfully. "You can come play with us later. Oh and the stables aren't very warm all the time, just so you know. Winter is coming," she added that last part in an ominous tone but he only regarded her blankly.

She sighed. “Well, this sucks. I thought I would at least have someone to talk to but you’re just being so weird right now," she mumbled. “I guess I’ll see you around," she threw over her shoulder as she walked away.

She disappeared after a few seconds while the boy was forced to sit and endure the shamelessness of his foster parents upstairs. Did they think he was some imbecile who had no clue what was going on or what?

A minute later, Scott Hamilton appeared at the foot of the stairs, still adjusting his clothes while his wife brushed past him to enter the kitchen once more, a flush on her pale cheeks.

"You boy," he spoke in a no-nonsense tone. "You'll have far more comforts here than you ever did at that overcrowded rat nest so you better keep your mouth shut if anyone gets too nosy and decides to check up on you."

He stopped and clamped his lips together in amusement when he realized that the warning was more or less redundant given the kid’s disability.

"Right," he said to himself before looking important. "I'll set you up in the barn. You'll wake up at sunrise every day and see to all the chores Simon gives you before expecting any meals. Is that clear?”

The boy simply looked at him, expressionless and mute, to which Scott Hamilton scowled in response.

"You could at least nod if you cannot speak, boy," he snapped. "What, they didn't teach you sign language in foster care? No meals if you don't work. And also, stay away from my daughter. Do we understand each other or not?"

Slowly, without letting his growing disgust and resentment show, the boy nodded at him.

Scott seemed satisfied with that and turned to walk into the kitchen to talk to his wife about something.

"Get rid of him," the boy heard her say.

"I will, honey. Give me a minute. I just got here. And you wore me out." His voice dropped to a murmur and Rachel let out a giggle.

There were some lustful kissing sounds that lasted longer than was appropriate before Scott finally reappeared. 

"Come on, boy. Let's go."

He strode out of the house and the kid got up to trail him reluctantly, sadness weighing heavy on his heart but his mind screaming the words that he could never quite bring himself to speak.

Oliver. My name...is Oliver.
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IT STARTED JUST A FEW days after he came to the farm. 

She would be playing outside or simply lingering near the paddock and ask him to play with her. He wanted to. He really did but the overseer, Simon had made it clear that he was to do his share of the chores by sundown and there was just so much of it so the boy shook his head at her to decline her offer.

She would frown at him and huff out a breath before turning and stalking back into the house. He'd watch her go while still grazing the horses, feeling miserable and wishing he was able to call her back.

And then she stopped bothering to ask him anything. Maybe she thought he was ignoring her. For weeks, she left him alone while he spent his days working until his muscles grew sore and his nights were soaked in loneliness.

One day, the boy went to her house to drop off a package at the back door with Mrs. Hamilton and Paige had been sitting at the kitchen table doing her homework. When she glanced up at him, her cheeks went pink for some reason before she made a face at him and looked away.

He forced himself to stop staring and leave but when he went to bed that night, he thought about her for a long time, the way she had looked at him; her grey eyes wide and beautiful, her lips so pink and pretty. His dick had begun to harden the more he focused on those things and horrified, he shut out such ideas and mentally scolded himself to go to sleep. 

A week after that, she actually came to the barn and brought her rich friends along with her. The boy stood by, feeling a little bewildered, until the one she called Rhys started sneering at him and shoved him against a stall. He didn't fight back because they were her friends and he was sure she would tell her father who would then have another excuse to punish him. The other guy, Devon, went up to the loft and trashed the boy’s belongings calling him names like dumbass and retard.

Oliver wasn't even sure why this was happening at first and he hated the tears that sprang to his tears. He never asked for any of it. He never tried to hurt them in any way. Why did she bring them to the only place which he felt like he could call his own?

It became a regular thing after that. They'd come to the farm in the weekends, deliberately seek him out and try to come up with creative ways to joke about his speechlessness and she took the most pleasure in it. Her laughter, which was so adorable and happy before, became cruel. Her gaze, which had been curious and friendly, became cold and condescending. And her words cut like the sharpest knife.

But once, she hurt her ankle when she was learning how to ride a horse and he was the one who bandaged it up for her. They were around fourteen then. He was on his heels before her while she sat on a bale of hay and watched him silently as he treated her ankle. He thought she would want to be his friend after that or at least realize that he meant her no harm. But she rolled her eyes at him and shoved his hand away before calling him a weirdo and limping off to the house.

After a couple of years, the boy gave up. 

He gave up expecting that this would ever stop. That she would one day learn not to be unkind to him. That she might tell her friends to leave him alone. Because none of it got better. It got worse, in fact. The older he grew, the more she seemed to hate him.

On her sixteenth birthday, she hosted a party in the barn and had her boyfriend kick him out. The boy slept outside for the first few hours of that evening, under the stars and then one of the girls from her group came over to him and gave him a slice of cake accompanied by a sweet smile.

It was the first act of kindness he had received from anyone and it touched him for a second until Paige came stalking out and started yelling at the girl, telling her that the expensive cake was not for dogs before she bent to take the plate away only to dump it next to him on the ground.

The wound she gave him that night ached longer than the others had. To be so petty as to take the cake while he was halfway through eating it and tossing it away instead of letting him finish. He cried a lot that night. He didn't know why it hurt so bad when he was supposed to be used to her treatment. But his heart yearned for her regardless because even after all of that, he still thought about her. He still wanted her. He still found her beautiful and fascinating and he still remembered that little girl who had wanted him to be her friend that first time when he'd been brought to her home.

What she wasn’t aware of was that every single day, he regretted saying no to her in the past when she had asked him to play with her. But on the night of her birthday party, something between them broke in a way that neither of them could hope to fix. His world went from dreary to dark and desolate.

Like that prison cell he had read about in one of his sad books as a child.
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PAIGE
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"RHYS, STOP. HEY...I said stop, you moron!"

With a groan of frustration, my boyfriend rolled off me to drag his fingers through his hair and stare up at the ceiling.

"Don't you ever dare touch me without my permission again!" I snapped at him, climbing out of bed and turning to glare at him. “I’m not in the mood right now okay.”

His cheeks puffed out as he exhaled and he got up as well, throwing me a snarky glance. "Don't be so dramatic, Paige," he said before picking up his jacket. "You know every girl in school would kill to be you right now?"

I rolled my eyes. And that means I should let him do whatever he wanted with me as a show of gratitude?

"I could say the same," I told him with a hand on my hip. "About every guy in school."

Rhys studied me silently as the seconds dragged by before he grinned and strode over to me to plant a kiss on my cheek.

"You're so cute when you're pissed off, baby," he crooned. I gasped when the guy grabbed my ass and squeezed before letting me go and walking out with a wink thrown my way. "You’ll be in the mood soon enough. Know where to find me."

I squinted at the doorway of my bedroom, wishing I could throw something at the back of his head. He had deliberately done that after I had told him not to touch me and it made me so mad. My boyfriend of three years, my friend since we were twelve, totally fit the stereotype of arrogant, self-absorbed rich kid. I don’t know what I ever saw in him.

With a sigh, I walked over to my window to open it because it was getting quite hot for five pm in the afternoon. Dragging my sweater up over my head to fling it aside, I stood there in just my bra and jeans and looked outside, half hidden behind the white, lace curtains. 

The sun was so bright, its golden rays showering the entire farm with warmth. I stood high up and surveyed all that belonged to me. Every animal, every structure, the quarters in the distance where some of our workers lived, the vast grounds and vegetation and...the barn.

When my eyes fell on the paddock towards the left, I narrowed them slightly. He was sitting on top of the fence, his boot-clad feet braced between the slats and his hands gripping one of those dog-eared, old novels he sometimes liked to look at on those extremely rare occasions when he finished his chores early. Two of our horses were grazing just a few feet away from him and from time to time, he would lift his head and watch them before resuming his pretentious reading.

I wanted to turn away from the window but I couldn’t. These were my stolen, shameful moments when I could look at him as much as I wanted without making him aware of the fact. When I could satisfy my curiosity from a distance and study every movement, every expression of his. I didn’t even know what I was searching for. Things which he could not say maybe.

At twelve years old, my father, Scott Hamilton, had brought him home under the guise of fostering him. We had not been rich then and our farm had needed labor for its upkeep. My dad and Simon made the boy work from dawn till dusk until he learned all the ropes and did almost everything. Over the following months after his arrival, our farm started doing really well and we were able to hire more workers and expand. 

But we didn’t pay him. He was supposed to be grateful that we had given him a place to stay and fulfilled his basic needs, my father said. He owed it to us for taking him out of the system and giving him a life here. As far as the social workers were concerned, my father was now rich enough to bribe each and every one of them into looking the other way.

The boy who was made to live in the stables didn’t protest or complain. How could he? He had a disability and couldn’t talk.

Dad never even told us what his name was so I got used to calling him the stable boy. My father taught me how to remind the boy of his place if he ever seemed as though he was stepping out of line. But...he never did. He stayed in his place, in the barn. Only came to the house if there was a task required of him. He hardly even hung out with the other workers and every night, I watched his window in the loft light up with a tiny, yellow light while he sat and ate alone.

I was seventeen now and able to think for myself, away from my parents’ constant influence and slowly, I was starting to realize that they had been wrong all these years. That I had been wrong for bullying him every single opportunity I got, to show him where he belonged and who was boss around here. I had laughed and taunted and shunned him until my friends followed my example as well. Except for Rayne, my best friend. She never made fun of him because the girl was a saint.

His head lifted from the book once more but he didn’t look at the horses this time. Instead, he looked directly at me.

I didn’t have the presence of mind to duck out of sight for a few seconds and as our gazes locked from across the distance, I licked my lips and felt my breathing turn shallow. 

He had grown up so nice. If girls stopped focusing on his disability and status, they would be falling over themselves to date him. He was the most handsome seventeen year old in the entire town of Dreamhaven. But the fact that I never stopped spreading rumors about how he hardly bathed and had really gross habits kept all of them away as well despite their admiration of his good looks.

A trickle of sweat slid down to my cleavage and I finally stepped aside to press my back against the wall and close my eyes. I couldn’t get his face out of my head and I hated that so much.

I was dating the guy all the girls in my school were crazy about and here I was secretly checking out the stable boy. Someone who probably hated me and plotted my murder every living minute. The things I had done and said to him in these past five years... The number of times I had brought him to tears.

And yet, I couldn’t stop behaving this way because I didn’t want to feel anything for him. I wished he would stop being so nice for once and just react. Get mad at me and show some aggressiveness. Make me feel like my treatment was justified so that I wouldn’t spend my days feeling like scum.

But he did none of that and the guilt turned me inside out sometimes. I was his bully and that’s what I would always be. It was wishful thinking to hope for his forgiveness.
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OLIVER

I smelled like shit. That was what you got from spending the whole day outdoors with animals and then ending it by mucking out stalls and making sure they did not roll in their own filth at nights. I was bone-tired and just wanted to crash in my bed but a shower was badly needed.

It was hot tonight and my clothes clung to me uncomfortably so stripping them off and stepping under the cool spray from the shower fixture downstairs in the stables was a much-needed relief. Simon could boss me around all day long but the evenings and nights were mine. A lot of times I asked myself why I didn’t simply run away and save myself from all this ill-treatment and every single time the answer was the same.

Paige.

She had been watching me today and I wasn’t sure for how long but it left me confused. Her boyfriend had just driven off and there she had been, topless and in plain view of me. I was used to her taunts and sneers, used to her arrogance and ignorance as well. But these days, she acted differently and I didn’t know what to make of it. 

I should have more of a backbone and be able to walk away by now. But I didn’t because it was all I knew...this life...this bittersweet hell and loneliness. 

I was a mute with no education and no qualifications. Where would I even go? What would I do? Another farm somewhere with a bunch of people who wouldn’t be aware of my inability to speak at first and I would have to start over and adjust again? At least she was here. It didn’t matter if she was out of my league and cruel. I still never started my days without catching a glimpse of her and never ended them before I was sure she was safely in her room at nights.

Besides, this was home and these horses were my friends. I had a cat named Ollie too. Not that the poor thing knew that because I couldn’t say it out loud. One might wonder why I even bothered naming them at all. It was because I believed in the importance of a name. I believed it mattered no matter who or what you were. And even if I couldn’t utter the words, I believed these creatures knew I had special names for them in my heart because animals were intuitive like that.

After I was done with my shower, I went upstairs to my loft, the only place in Dreamhaven which felt safe to me. Nobody bothered me here anymore or demanded things from me. Nobody cared what I did with the place as long as I kept things clean and running. I learned how to fix the plumbing a year after I came here and learned to fix the fuse a few months after that. Whatever broke was mended the day after. 

And as for my sadness, I had a remedy for that too. As long as I worked myself to the point of exhaustion, I had no time to think or dwell on all the things that were wrong with my life. It was the same deal every day but once I turned eighteen, I would be legally allowed to leave and I feared that day because I didn’t know where I would end up. I didn’t know if I would be able to say goodbye to the sheltered existence I had known for five years. 

More importantly, I didn’t know if I’d be able to say goodbye to her.

Sometime during the night, I felt something tickling my face and opened my eyes to find Ollie purring next to me, his green eyes glowing slightly. Absently, I caressed his neck and smiled. At least I had someone who thought my existence was meaningful. Turning on my side, I brought the cat close to my chest where he snuggled up and was soon asleep. 

I understand what it’s like, buddy, I silently communicated to my pet, my eyes slowly drifting close again. I understand what it’s like to be speechless.

How that came to be was something I didn’t want to remember. I’d been dumped into the foster care system at the age of ten and that was where I had stayed until Paige’s father had decided to pick me to be his slave boy. One of the social workers had tried to teach me sign language but had gotten tired of my lack of response. 

I didn’t deal with people well. They made too much noise. After spending time around them, I always felt like it was just empty chatter. Like nobody had anything meaningful to say these days. It was either about money with the adults or social media and popularity with the teenagers. Things I didn’t care about or couldn’t relate to.

I sighed in the darkness and told myself to stop with the self-pity. This was what fate had dealt me with and I had to live with it. It was wishful thinking to hope for anything more.

~~~
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PAIGE

Rayne and I were in the kitchen the next afternoon doing our homework while my parents were out shopping. It was the last thing I was interested in but Dad had threatened to take away my generous allowance if I slacked off on schoolwork so I made the effort. Rayne helped me out a lot but the girl was made of stern stuff and refused to let me copy her work or do any of the assignments for me.

“You’re so mean,” I grumbled to her from across the kitchen table as I struggled with a particularly difficult Math problem.

“Bitch, I’m just trying to help you realize your own potential,” she drawled, scribbling something in her notebook. “You’re smart, Paige. Smart but lazy. I can’t fix that for you.”

I blew out a breath and got up to splash my face with some water. It was hot again today and I’d changed into a tank top and tiny shorts as soon as I had gotten home from school.

“Speaking of fixing things, this damned thing has been leaking since yesterday,” I said while looking at the tap over the kitchen sink. “Dad was supposed to have called someone to take care of it already.”

I twisted the tap tightly to make sure it was closed properly but the thing did a complete three sixty and water exploded uncontrollably out of the nozzle, splashing against the dishes in the sink and then all over the front of my top. Quickly, I tried to close it again but it was no use. The thing was broken now.

“You just made it worse,” my friend’s voice drifted over to me above the sound of the rushing water.

“Thank you, Rayne,” I replied loudly. For pointing out the obvious. “Ugh, this sucks! I’m going to go see if anyone’s around to come fix this.”

I strutted out of the house, feeling deeply inconvenienced by such matters because they were only adding to my frustration over the beef I already had with Math. After climbing down the porch steps, I squinted in the sudden brightness and looked around for someone to come and sort out the plumbing issue. I froze a little when my eyes landed on...him.

For a long minute, I just stood there and watched him carrying bales of hay into the stables, wondering why I was surprised that none of the other workers were around since he did most of the work around here anyway. I even debated going back inside but that idea was quickly abandoned when he turned and caught me staring. 

Fortifying myself against the tumultuous feelings that arose in me nowadays whenever our eyes met, I stalked over to him and said, “Hey. Um...the kitchen in our tap broke. I need someone to fix it.”

Belatedly, I cringed on the inside when I realized what I had said but he only looked at me impassively. Good. Maybe, he hadn’t noticed my slip up. So I was just going to play it cool even if his attention was making me nervous for some reason.

I frowned and said, “Did you hear me? I need someone to fix the waterworks going off inside. Do you know anybody who can help?”

My heartbeats weren’t quite regular and they grew even more erratic the longer we looked at each other. His eyes were brown. A deep, chocolate brown and so...intense. His hair, which was usually unruly, was matted to his head due to the sweat and his skin was really tanned as well from spending all those hours in the sun.

Before I could move on to admiring his firm body beneath the dusty, black t-shirt he wore, he brushed past me and headed towards the house, leaving a trail of musky odor in his wake. Jesus. Somebody really needed a bath. I followed him, making sure to keep my distance because I didn’t want to get all that sweaty, horsey smell on me and watched him enter the kitchen through the side door before walking in myself.

Rayne was staring at the guy as he went about his task. He disappeared outside for a minute and the gushing water stopped eventually. It hadn’t even occurred to me to switch off the main supply because I didn’t even know where it was. When he came back in from the shed in my backyard, he was carrying a toolbox and a plastic package with fittings for the sink. 

Okay. I felt stupid for having asked him earlier if he knew anyone who could help me when he obviously was an expert at this sort of thing.

One of the fittings slipped out of his grasp and when he bent to pick it up, his jeans stretching across his backside and the flash of skin his tight t-shirt revealed was kind of hard not to notice.

Rayne was still staring fixatedly so I cleared my throat to get her attention but my best friend simply turned to me and mouthed, ‘Wow.’

I shook my head at her as she fanned herself a little and said out aloud, “Um...okay, so...I’m going to get out of here now. This kitchen’s getting a little too stuffy for me. See you later, Paige.”

She slipped out of her chair and was walking away before I could make sense of why she was deserting me when we had planned to study all afternoon.

“Bitch, don’t leave me here,” I hissed at her as I followed her to the front door and she grinned at me.

“If I were you, sweetie...,” she said in a louder tone than was necessary, “...I would be taking advantage of this opportunity to get it on with stable boy on the kitchen table.”

“Rayne, oh my god,” I growled at her, feeling my face burn. 

My traitor of a friend just threw me a kiss before walking out of the house. She knew I hated him. She knew that and yet...I don’t know what came over her sometimes.

Heading back to the kitchen, I leaned against the counter behind him as I watched him work. Initiate awkward tension. When he was done, he turned around and gave me a look which I couldn’t read. The table stood between us and Rayne’s parting words came back to me, making me bite my lip. 

My eyes widened when he stepped closer and he paused for a few seconds, giving me a weird look this time before grabbing a pen and one of my notebooks from the table and starting to scribble something.

That took my mind out of the gutter and made me curious. Wait, he actually knew how to write? That was a shocker. I leaned forward a little to read his words. The writing was untidy but I could make out what he had scribbled. A number saying plumber next to it and also a note that I should wait at least five minutes before opening the tap.

“Okay, that much I know,” I informed him in a snarky tone. “Of course, I’m not going to just open it right away. And what? You have a problem doing the work around here? Why do I even have to call the plumber now when I know you can take care of these things?”

The kitchen door opened suddenly and I jumped, thinking that maybe Rayne was back but it was just Simon, the man responsible for supervising all the workers, his large frame blocking out the light from the sun outside.

I felt the boy standing next to me tense and glanced his way to find his jaw clenched and eyes narrowed in suspicion. I was getting some really bad vibes from him for some reason.

“Paige,” Simon’s deep voice cut in and he scowled at us both. “What is he doing here? I noticed him come inside. Is there a problem?”

“Oh...um...I called him because the tap broke,” I explained. “He was just leaving.”

Simon’s gaze shifted towards the sink then. “Did he fix it properly?” he asked in a skeptical manner and I wondered why he spoke as though the boy wasn’t even there. “Tell him he can leave now. I’ll just take another look to be sure.”

I simply shrugged and waited but the boy did not move. I opened my mouth to dismiss him but couldn’t say anything when I noticed the way he was staring at my chest. What the actual hell? My own gaze dropped and I flushed when I realized that my top was still wet and clinging to my skin. I wasn’t wearing a bra so my tits and nipples were visible through the fabric. 

Okay, now I was mad. I couldn’t believe he had the audacity to look at
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