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PROLOQUE

Dark Secrets

Wednesday, 31 July

As night fell over Krähenbühl Estate, the horses rested in the stable while the gentle sounds of nature filled the air. Occasionally, one of the riding horses pawed the ground, and the relaxed snorting of the animals could sometimes be heard. Occasionally, one of the horses activated the automatic water dispenser installed in each box, interrupting the stable’s nightly peace with the sound of rushing water. But beneath this apparent idyll, there was an underlying tension; a secret hung in the air, dense and impenetrable like the night itself.

Frank, the riding instructor, was not the only one with something to hide that evening. In one of the stable wings, where the Western horses were housed, other scenes were unfolding. The night’s heat fuelled not only desire, but also the dark desires lurking in secret. A metallic clinking sound that mixed with a woman's moans and the rustling of straw. "Take off the handcuffs, you asshole," the woman whispered angrily, barely able to suppress her anger. A crude curse escaped the man's lips as he pulled up his zipper, and silence fell, broken only by the faint crackling of straw.

The other three stables at Krähenbühl Estate were nestled peacefully on the edge of the forest. Due to the intense heat in August, the large thermometer on the wall still showed 26 degrees that night. This year’s summer was once in a century, and this heat was a sign that climate change had already begun. These temperatures were torture for humans and animals alike. For this reason, all the large stable doors were wide open to allow the stuffy air to circulate.

Outside the stable, a light breeze blew up and one of the windows in the tack room rattled because someone had forgotten to fix it.

Suddenly, a scream interrupted the silence - it was the eerie call of a tawny owl, which did not worry the horses because the owl was a familiar neighbour. A wolf howled in the distance. It was a dark because the crescent-shaped new moon was hidden behind clouds. Due to the heat, some horse owners decided to leave their animals outside in the paddocks at night.

But there was an eerie atmosphere. An ominous silence hung over the riding centre. It was as if nature was holding its breath and a gloomy veil was descending over the estate.

Outside, in the paddocks, there was increasing unrest. The horses in the paddock closest to the forest instinctively could sense the tension in the air; their snorting became louder, and they scuffed their hooves nervously over the ground. Out of nowhere, a muffled clang sounded, followed by a blood-curdling scream. The mares and geldings in the paddock reared up, their eyes wide with panic. They were in escape mode. A shadow flitted through the darkness, and then all was quiet again. While the horses grazed in the other spacious paddocks, they were unaware that they were bearing witness to a dark secret hidden under the cover of night.

The shadow was a sinister figure dressed in black, wearing gloves and a black hat, and carrying a knife. He was creeping around the horse paddock at night.

On this hot August night, the stud farm was surrounded by a dark aura.

Secrets were waiting to come to light.

He was sitting on the old, brown, leather Chesterfield sofa, wearing grey felt slippers, and leafing through a book about horses.




ONE

Return to the past

Thursday 1st August

Anna drove her car along the narrow, winding country roads, surrounded by green fields and dense forests. The landscape around her, between Nuremberg and Coburg, was both familiar and foreign after all the years she had spent abroad. The smell of fresh hay and earth in this area brought back memories of her grandparents and her childhood.

The sun slowly rose towards the horizon as Anna reached the Krähenbühl stud farm in a good mood. The rolling Franconian hills and lush green pastures greeted her with their familiar splendour, and the sight of the majestic horses grazing in the spacious paddocks filled her with a sense of solidarity and harmony. The dark green forest, the neon yellow rapeseed fields and the lush golden wheat fields filled her with a deep sense of calm. The buzzing and chirping of the numerous insects and the twittering of the birds accompanied her on her way to the manor house. Anna had only been back in her hometown for six months. Memories of her new home in the United Arab Emirates andher work as a veterinarian came to mind. There, she had specialised in treating racehorses. She had worked in the sheikh's horse clinic in Abu Dhabi. Her range of tasks was varied and fulfilling.

The memory of her life in Abu Dhabi was still fresh in her mind, but the sad past had caught up with her.

The weight of her parents’ heritage and the difficult task of dissolving and selling the family business was bearing down on her. It had been a difficult decision to return to Germany under these tragic circumstances. But now she was here, ready to support her sister, Bettina, in writing the final chapters of their family history.

Since returning home, Anna had been working temporarily as a freelance medical editor, while hoping to soon return to the warmth and familiarity of Abu Dhabi. However, the shadows of the past held her firmly in their grasp.

Since returning to Germany, Anna had tried to resume her old life. The loss of her parents, who died tragically in a car accident, had left deep scars, but she was determined to settle her family's affairs while forging her own future path at the same time.

The Krähenbühl stud farm was isolated, surrounded by tall trees and an old sandstone wall, that was typical of the Franconian region. As Anna drove along the well-kept gravel road, the familiar sight of the estate came into view. There were the brick-red stables and the beige main house, which was also built of sandstone and featured a rustic Franconian wooden framework. And the lush, endless pastures, filled with many grazing horses.

Anna’s heart was beating faster when she saw Starlight Preppy in the distance. The elegant Quarter Horse mare, with her shiny blue roan coat, was a real eye-catcher. Anna could hardly expect to climb into the saddle and ride her across the meadows.

Anna was emotionally attached to Starlight Preppy, the ten-year-old Quarter Horse mare. She was not just a riding partner for the mare, but for Anna, the contact with this wonderful horse represented familiarity a world of change. Anna gratefully accepted her sister Bettina’s offer to ride her warmblood mare and dedicated herself to caring for and training the animal. Horses meant everything to her, professionally, and they were also her private passion. As she had to leave her own Arabian gelding, Amir Khan, behind in Abu Dhabi, her sister Bettina hadrecommended riding Starlight Preppy, her ten-year-old Quarter Horse mare. Despite having only ridden endurance races in the Emirates on a whiff of a racing saddle, she had no problems moving Starlight Preppy with a heavy Western saddle.

Whenever she set off for the stables, she felt a mixture of excitement and sadness. She had grown fond of Abu Dhabi, and it had become her new home, but Germany would always be her old home. It was there that she had discovered her roots, her family, and her passion for horses.

Lost in thought, she ran through the planned training session with Starlight Preppy through in her head again. The groundwork, based on famous Pat Parelli's principles, was an opportunity for her and the horse, to build a sustainable relationship and develop trust in each other.

When she arrived at the estate, she took a deep breath and was greeted by the familiar scents of hay and horses. The property exuded a certain calm and serenity, and Anna felt more at home than ever at that moment.

She parked her a dark green Mini Cooper in the same car park as usual and walked to the stables, where she was usually greeted by the curious eyes of a few horses. She could almost always immediately recognise Starlight Preppy, who greeted her with a gentle nearing.

The animals' warm eyes rested on her, and in those moments, she felt one with them. It was as if they could share a common language that only they both understood. Anna felt connected to the horses with every step she made on the soft ground of the stud farm. Starlight Preppy, the Quarter Horse mare, was more than just a riding partner to Anna - she was a confidante and a friend in a world full of secrets and dangers.

Again, she became aware of the structure of the estate as she mentally wandered through the stables. Ninety horses were kept on the estate. There were three different stables. Each stable wing had its own atmosphere. The thoroughbreds and warmbloods were housed in one of the buildings. These magnificent creatures were the pride of the stud farm. Their noble bloodlines and graceful nature made them highly sought-after candidates for races and breeding events around the world.

This stable was at the heart of the riding facility, the place where the diversity and beauty of the equine world came together in all its glory, each horse with its own stories. The warmbloods exuded elegance and grace, while the thoroughbreds embodied power and speed. The mixed stable was a lively place that reflected the diversity and charm of the equine world.

The variety of stable buildings mirrored the abundance of horse breeds, ranging from elegant warmbloods to impressive quarter horses and exotic mustangs.

Vicente Lopez, the handsome Spanish manager and riding instructor of the estate, greeted Anna with his usual warm smile. His dark eyes radiated determination and trust, and Anna felt at ease in his company.

Occasionally she glanced into the Western Riding Stable. Franky, the self-proclaimed cowboy and ladies' man, ruled here. Not everyone liked his wild and rough demeanour, or his unconventional manner. Those, who knew him, found him to be a fascinating character with an unshakable sense of adventure.

The Krähenbühl estate was a hive of activity. Among the grooms and riding instructors, Frank, known as Franky, stood out visually. He was a real cowboy, complete with Stetson, cowboy boots and spurs.

He was a charismatic man shrouded in mystery. Franky sometimes saw himself as an Indian shaman, claiming to know the secrets of nature. During the summer, he even camped in a genuine wigwam behind the stable and perform rituals involving medicinal plants and a touch of cannabis. For Franky, the concept of gender was unthinkable, and he vehemently refused to describe his tent as the home of the indigenous population. He considered cultural appropriation to be a joke.

For the women who were inexplicably at his feet, he offered courses and workshops in shamanic meditation and herbal smoking. His unconventional style and his mysterious aura attracted many people, and he enjoyed his role as an attractive eccentric.

Anna smiled as she imagined how different the personalities at Krähenbühl Estate were. But each person contributed with their individual style to making this place a home for both horses and people.

Anna was aware that she would not only be here with Starlight Preppy, but also with the people around her who shared her passion for horses and enriched her life in a positive way. And amidst all this diversity and life at Krähenbühl Estate, she was sure that she was in exactly the right place to live out her dreams if she stayed in Germany. The diversity at Krähenbühl Estate could not be overlooked. Between the picturesque stables and the wide paddocks, life in full swing between the stables.

On the estate, the horses were not just animals; they were members of the family, partners, and friends. Their presence brought new life to the more than two-hundred-year-old walls and filled the air with the energy and spirit of these animals. No matter which stable they were housed in, one thing was for sure: they were all loved and appreciated at Krähenbühl Estate their home.

Anna enjoyed watching the hustle and bustle with a smile each time, while she made her way to the tack room first, as usual.

The third stable, which was a little further away from the other buildings, housed twenty horses of all kinds. There were ponies, coldblooded horses and leisure horses. All horse breeds were represented here, from Fjord horses to Shetland ponies.

The concept of open stables was first implemented here and has since become very popular in Germany. The free-stall barn was a community hub where animals of different origins and backgrounds lived together peacefully. Even retired horses, elderly animals and those with asthma found a suitable home here. This approach to horse keeping was not only a matter of appropriateness for the species, but also of economic efficiency. It attracted a diverse group of horse owners, including those who were not in such a good financial position.

Anna loved the atmosphere of the third stable, which was characterized by peace and harmony. There was room for everyone here, regardless of their horse’s breed, age or training.

Classic dressage riders met the bold Western riders, while leisure riders rode their horses along idyllic forest paths.

Beneath the apparent harmony of the riding facility, tensions sometimes simmered. Rival interests and egos occasionally clashed and not everyone involved was willing to accept the idea of peaceful coexistence. This was mainly because 90% of the boarders and riders were female. Naturally, there were simply more conflicts than there would have been with men.

Anna enjoyed watching the different riders, ranging from the ambitious competition riders to the playful "Wendy" girls who showered their horses with affection and adorned them with embellishments. In the equestrian circles, "Wendy Girls" are young girls who romanticise and humanise the lives of horses through films and books. Every rider had their own story, their own dreams and goals, yet they all shared a passion for these majestic animals.

Whenever Anna watched the scenes, she sensed an uneasy tension in the air, as if there was something unspoken lurking between the people and the horses. It could have been her imagination, but she found it difficult to shake off the feeling that dark secrets were hidden behind friendly faces and shining horse eyes, waiting to be revealed. She did not know this feeling from the stables in the United Arab Emirates. This was probably since the equestrian scene consisted of 99% men and therefore there was not nearly as much catfighting there.

When Anna made her way to Starlight Preppy, she was not yet aware that she had found herself at the centre of a web of intrigue and emotions beyond her comprehension. At Krähenbühl Estate, nothing was as it seemed at first. The world at Krähenbühl Estate was a kaleidoscopeof different personalities and stories. Behind the elegant horses and the well-kept stables, secrets and intrigues lurked that ran deeper than they seemed.

The difference between the riding clubs in the United Arab Emirates and Krähenbühl Estate in Franconia could not be greater. While preparing Starlight Preppy for her training sessions, Anna liked to observe the people around her. At the riding facility, there were women and girls who called themselves horse rescuers, even though they had never sat in a saddle. Then there were the housewives who spent half the day in the stables drinking coffee and prosecco. This all formed a strange contrast to the serious riders and the hard-working grooms, trainers, veterinarians, and farriers. Anna was surprised, as with this type of equestrian sport was unfamiliar to her from her adopted home of Abu Dhabi. Two permanent grooms worked at the riding school seven days a week. Radu was a stocky, muscular 52-year-old Romanian with blue-black, curly hair and narrow, deep-set dark brown eyes. He wore a black moustache like Django’s. He was missing his upper right incisor. The remaining visible teeth were stained yellow from smoking. This made him look a bit scary. When he opened his mouth to speak,foul- smelling breath came out. His greasy, shiny, olive-brown skin which had large pores, was covered in blackheads from years of smoking tobacco. This was the first impression he gave visually.

The two grooms, Radu and Hamed, were a story in themselves. Radu, the stocky Romanian with a striking appearance and a rough demeanour, seemed intimidating at first. His German was broken, and his gruff manner sometimes made it difficult for people to understand him, both acoustically and in terms of content. However, behind his tough exterior, he supposedly had a wealth of experience in dealing with horses. On a good day, he could be friendly and helpful. It also helped to motivate him if you brought him a bottle of beer or a packet of cigarettes from time to time.

Hamed, which is short for Mohammed, on the other hand, was a Syrian migrant who had lost his home in the war and found refuge at Krähenbühl Estate. His story was full of tragedy and hope and his relationship with the horses showed a deep connection with them.

However, Anna had learned that in the world of horses, appearances could be deceptive. Fairy tales and legends about people’s relationships with horses should be viewed with a pinch of scepticism. Noteverything that was said corresponded to reality, and not everyone who claimed to be an expert actually was one.

Each time Anna carefully groomed Starlight Preppy in preparation for the training session, she noticed the tension in the air intensifying. There was an underlying tension among the various groups and personalities at Krähenbühl Estate, and she wondered what was going on behind the scenes.

The truth lay hidden between the horses' hooves and in the shadows of the stables, but Anna did not necessarily want to expose it. Although she was indeed a curious person, she suspected that Krähenbühl Estate had as many secrets as the stars in the night sky.

Solve the many mysteries that surrounded this place would require all her empathy. The world of Krähenbühl Estate was like a colourful mosaic composed of the most diverse personalities and life stories. People lived and worked among the majestic horses and the well-kept stables, people lived and worked, each of them playing their own part in the greater whole. Anna had decided not to solve any puzzles or interfere in any other people’s lives. She just wanted to enjoy her equestrian sport in peace.

In six months at the latest, she would be leaving anyway. So, no stress! Only positive energies – that’s what she had planned. She just wanted to avoid the unpleasant people and surround herself with nice ones.

Hames, the horse groom, was one of those positive personalities - a ray of light in the midst of darkness. His friendly nature and level-headed charisma made him a popular employee at the stud farm, and a source of positive energy. Unlike Radu, whose rough exterior and harsh tone sometimes alienated people, Hamed had a calming effect on people and animals alike.

The two men lived in separate apartments on the riding facility, and their close friendship was evident to everyone who knew them.

At weekends and on public holidays, they were supported by friends and acquaintances who helped them to keep the farm running.

Anna, however, had less contact with the horse owners and riding partners at Krähenbühl Estate. Her working hours and responsibilities left her with little time to talk to the others. She usually met them on Mondays and Thursdays in the stables when she rode Starlight Preppy.

She often met Petra, on these days, a cheerful Western rider who always had a positive attitude. Petra was a woman with a positive aura, who always perfectly groomed and dressed in bright colours. Anna liked her easy-going manner and helpfulness, but she recognised that Petra was sensitive, especially concerning her horses Jacky and Diamond.

To Petra, her horses were not just animals, but part of her family and her life. They provide her with comfort and relaxation, offering her a refuge from the challenges of her job as a teacher.

Petra’s love for the four-legged animals was palpable, and Anna admired the harmony Petra had found in her everyday life.

While she was chatting with Petra and looking after the horses, Anna realised that she was gradually learning to fit into the web of relationships and stories at Krähenbühl Estate. However, in the midst of this idyll, dark shadows and hidden conflicts lurked, threatening to suffocate the peaceful coexistence like poisonous tendrils. Since she arrived at the stud farm, Anna had noticed an ominous tension was in the air, and she was sure that she was not wrong. However, true to her motto,she did not want to see, hear, or comment on anything. She kept reminding herself not to follow up or interfere.

One person in particular was exposed among her stablemates. Hildegard, who had quartered Bazi, the Haflinger, in the open stable, stood out due to her unkempt appearance and spiteful behaviour. She was a constant source of restlessness and discomfort. Anna could hardly imagine that anyone being calm in her presence. Her appearance and grumpy facial expressions alone aroused rejection and displeasure. Hildegard stood out because of the penetrating smell of cigarette smoke that surrounded her like an invisible mist. The cold shiver that her rough, hoarse voice sent down the spine was the result from her chain smoking.

But her actions and her hurtful words were even more disturbing than her appearance. Hildegard interfered in everything; she was convinced that she had an unspoken right to do so. She slandered and defamed people, mocking and hurting them, and no one seemed to be safe from her malice. Strangely enough, no one contradicted her.

She was particularly insidious towards new boarders and the young riders, denigrating and ridiculing them behind their backs. Anna had observed it herself, how Hildegard spread her poison like a dark cloud.

But despite all her malice and cruelty, Hildegard was weighed down by the burden of her supposed good deeds as an animal rescuer. She boasted about the dogs, cats, and rabbits she had rescued as if they were trophies that entitled her to look down on others.

Anna felt a mixture of disgust and pity when she thought of Hildegard. Here was a woman who was trapped in the darkness of her soul and who only seemed to brighten up by bringing others down. But what really drove her? What lay behind the veil of her evil nature?

The secret of Krähenbühl Estate was more complex than Anna could have ever imagined. Hildegard was just one facet in an eerie puzzle waiting to be solved. Abysses lurked behind the seemingly harmless fellow riders and horse lovers.

With her unkempt appearance and malicious nature, Hildegard was a constant source of restlessness and discomfort. Her interference in other people's affairs, her dubious dealings and her ruthlessness madeher someone nobody wanted around. Her claims, half-knowledge and arrogance created a dark aura around her.

Anna could not help but stay away from Hildegard as much as possible. She repeated to herself like a mantra: Do not interfere, do not say anything, do not gossip! But in a place like Krähenbühl Estate, where the paths were short and the walls were thin, it was almost impossible to shield yourself completely from her influence. Hildegard watched everything and everyone; she knew the secrets and weaknesses of those around her, and she seemed to take pleasure in using them against them.

But she was not alone. Besides Hildegard, there was Irina, a woman who appeared to exude beauty and wealth, but a dark reality was beneath the surface. Her pursuit of perfection and a life of luxury and abundance had made her a figure that was based more on appearances than substance. Her marriage, her horses and her entire existence seemed to rest on a fragile foundation that could collapse at any moment. With her striking appearance and her penchant for extravagance, Irina was a notable figure at the estate, and her absence was keenlyfelt. As a native Russian, she exuded an aura of exoticism and sophistication, but there was more to her than met the eye.

Lost in thought, Anna could already see from afar that something terrible had happened at Krähenbühl Estate that morning.

As she saw the scene before her, Anna could feel her stomach clenching. The presence of several cars, a fire engine and several police cars, an ambulance and a black van with the words "Forensic Science" on the side did not bode well. Her heart began to beat faster as she hurried out of her car and headed towards the scene. The meadow cordoned off with red and white police tape only made her feel queasier.

As Anna approached the group of stable owners, she could practically feel the tension in the air.

The ‘Wendy Girls’, a of excited young girls, and Frank, the stud farm's cowboy, were standing tightly packed together in a circle.

The pink T-shirts bearing glittery horse names seemed out of place in this sombre moment.

Anna could sense the tension and sadness in the air, and the despair that prevailed among those present. Two of the girls were crying, andFrank - usually the picture of self-assurance - looked pale and exhausted as he answered a police officer's questions taking deep lungfuls of air with each drag of his cigarette.

Anna's pulse pounded loudly in her ears as she approached the group, ready to learn the truth about what had happened. She suspected that there was more to the incident than met the eye, and that Krähenbühl Estate was no longer a place of peace and security.

The scene in the meadow was eerie, and there was a palpable tension in the air. In her usual unkempt and grumpy nature, Hildegard impudently took photos of the dried blood stains on the meadow as if it they were a rare natural phenomenon. Her indifference to the terrible act only served to make the others more uncomfortable.

Vicente, the Spanish riding instructor and riding stable manager, stood next to Claudia, a horse owner. Both looked visibly shocked by what had happened. Meanwhile, the horse grooms, Radu and Hamed, smoked their cigarettes frantically, their faces marked by worry and anxiety.

Anna joined Vicente and asked what had happened. Claudia, who was dressed in elegant riding clothes from the latest Cavallo collection, looked worried and nervous. With smudged eye make-up, she whispered in horror the details of the gruesome act to Anna.

She quietly told Anna that Jacky had been caught by a horse ripper - a perverted person who tortures horses. Both Vicente and Claudia looked equally shocked and unsettled. News of Jacky's terrible fate spread like wildfire among those present. The fear that their own horses might be in danger was ever-present.

The information hit Anna like a blow. She could hear the fear and concern in Claudia's voice. The thought that her own mare, Starlight Preppy, might be in danger, too, made her shudder.

Vicente tried to calm Claudia down, putting his arm protectively around her and assuring her that everything would be all right. However, the threat posed by the Horse Ripper loomed large over Krähenbühl Estate, and Claudia’s words echoed the certainty that no horse was safe anymore.

The atmosphere at the riding facility was extremely tense as those involved tried to console each other and make sense of the situation. Amidst the chaos and distress, Anna stood with her arms hanging down, unable to find the words to adequately express the horror of that night.

The hunt for the horse ripper had started, and the dark shadows of fear and mistrust hung heavily over Krähenbühl Estate.

While a large police force was present, numerous neighbours, farmers, the forester and some hunters arrived to offer their assistance.

News of the gruesome crime spread quickly among the horse owners and riders. They exchanged information via various communication channels, such as the stable's WhatsApp group, text messages and phone calls, in a flash. Emotions fluctuated between sensationalism, dismay, curiosity, discomfort, horror, anger, panic, and fear for their beloved animals.

The so-called "Wendy Girls" were caught up in all this. Some of them stood together, crying, while other groups of riders dealt with the situation. Some people were so inconsiderate that they positionedthemselves in front of the cordoned-off area and took selfies, which they immediately shared on social media.

On site, police officers from two patrol cars and four forensic officers were also meticulously searching the meadows and paddocks. They collected traces and secured possible evidence with adhesive strips on the metal fence grilles. Soon, a black BMW 5 Series salon arrived, from which two men in plain clothes got out. They were Chief Inspector Roland Wagner, aged 45 and his 37-year-old colleague Bernd Bayer, who were responsible for this case.

The two detectives decided to conduct the interviews with those present in the cosy riding room. The room had a modern fitted kitchen with a large refrigerator, a dishwasher, and a bar counter with a tap, and could seat around 45 people. Rustic corner benches, comfortable chairs and wooden tables gave the room a cosy atmosphere. The lounge was often used for events. You could also make your own coffee or enjoy a cold drink after riding.

Meanwhile, the officers had received a list of the stable owners and their horses from the manager, which they began to work through it carefully. They asked those present about any suspicious activities ornew faces at the stud farm. Anna, who was interviewed, was disappointed to be unable to provide any significant information about what had happened. She was given a business card by Chief Inspector Wagner, who asked her to get in touch if she remembered anything later. She had no idea at that point, that she would meet the inspector again.

He felt lonely and lost. His life was like an endless loop. It was always the same routine, the same ritual. She planned everything and he carried it out exactly as she said. There were just no deviations. She set strict rules that had to be followed. Take off your shoes when you enter the house. He had to immediately change out of his everyday work clothes and put on his jogging suit - because of the bacteria. She would always ask him, like a little boy, to wash his hands before dinner. Dinner was always cold food. This included various types of bread, cheese, sausage, pâté, boiled eggs, butter and marinated sausage with onions and eggs, Russian style. Apple juice spritzer was served as a drink, but only cloudy juice, please. Alcohol was taboo. It was bad and only for weak people. Then came the nightly TV ritual. First, the news came on the first channel, after which she decided what to watch.
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“Anyone, who tortures animals, is soulless and lacks God’s good spirit, no matter how noble he looks like, one should never trust him.”

(Johann Wolfgang von Goethe)
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