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         When Cecilia applied for a part-time position at the stable operation outside Strängnäs town, she had been expecting a small, traditional and somewhat shabby stable. A riding school for grouchy teenagers and tired horses. She wasn't sure where the ad had been posted, and up to now that question hadn't even entered her head. It was her weary administrator at the job centre that had placed it in front of her and uttered "You used to ride, didn't you?" in his distinctly raspy voice, the result of many years of smoking.

         This, however, was not a shabby riding-school operation for bored teenagers. This was a mansion. There were trees, brought in from somewhere else and planted here for a specific purpose, far too green and thick foliage for this time of year. It was only early March. They radiated a glimmering, green light all the way over to the main building. This is a stable depicted in the books Cecilia had as a child, if the term "stable" could actually be used to describe the collection of ivory, perfectly finished houses. This is not at all what she had imagined, which makes her feel nervous. A feeling she loathes.

         The house located at the end of the tree-lined drive is a three-storey villa with a patio and double doors. The name Sternéus is written in silver above the door. Behind the house, she can spot two large riding stables and the edge of a gigantic paddock. A rider is taking a horse for a gallop, and from afar it is obvious to her that he is talented. Five or so people have gathered and are watching by the fence. Everything is surrounded by neat paths with white gravel and perfectly trimmed, light-green bushes. Apart from the rather eclectic crowd of female admirers, the yard is quiet and empty. She doesn't have time to process any more of this scene before a middle-aged woman steps out of the house, meticulously dressed and her hair in a tight, French plait.

         "Cecilia?" she says, and before Cecilia has time to answer, "You're late".

         "Four minutes or so?" she answers and immediately regrets not even saying hello before she started bickering. The woman checks her wristwatch. "Exactly four minutes, Cecilia. An impressive sense of time. Saying "I'm sorry, it won't happen again" really goes against the grain, but Cecilia says it with a smile because this job opportunity is alright and she doesn't want to miss out just because they have a grand drive or bad manners. The woman nods.

         She introduces herself as Magdalena Sternéus and shows Cecilia round, quickly and efficiently. Cecilia really didn't want to turn all ecstatic, but there is no way to avoid it. When they step into the first stable, the slightly smaller of the two, a near-enough childlike elation makes her heart twinge. All the horses are French half-bloods and in the warm lighting of the stables, they shimmer in a dark shade of oak. Cecilia walks ahead of Magdalena and, despite her realising that it is important to pay attention, she finds herself only half-listening at times. Puts her hand on the nose of a lighter coloured stallion and it responds by snorting warm air onto her palm. She has missed this, the smell, the strength and oasis.

         "These are our horses", Magdalena explains and Cecilia reluctantly turns away from the horse to face her. She carries on, "Your main focus will be this stable and most of your tasks will be linked to the upkeep of it." Cecilia just nods.

         "You will also be responsible for the grooming and care of William's horse", Magdalena adds. She stands there with her arms folded and looks intently at Cecilia as if she is waiting for an answer or a reaction. The silence lingers a little bit longer than Cecilia is comfortable with and her eyes begin to wander. Anything to avoid eye contact.

         "Raftalid is not here right now", Magdalena says and heads further into the stable, placing her hand on the door of one of the two empty boxes. "They've gone riding, but when he's not out, this is his box."

         "William?" Cecilia joshes and lets out a giggle. Magdalena does not laugh, but something in her facial expression changes.

         "You don't know who he is, do you?" she says.

         Cecilia doesn't know what to reply. Is this something she should be aware of? She realises she should have done her research, but she just hasn't had the energy to do so.
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