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​Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi: Morrocan Serial Killer

"Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi: Moroccan Serial Killer" is a memoir by Inspector Brahim El-Fassi, detailing his investigation into a serial killer in Marrakesh in 1906.

The narrative begins with El-Fassi reflecting on the case from 1920, looking back at the political instability of 1906, when Morocco was under increasing European control, culminating in the Algeciras Conference which further eroded the Sultan's sovereignty. El-Fassi describes the tension in Marrakesh due to the Sultan's brother, Mawlāy ʿAbd al-Ḥāfiẓ, gathering support for a rebellion against European influence.

Amidst this political turmoil, El-Fassi noticed a disturbing pattern of young women disappearing. Initially dismissed by his superior, Chief Inspector Moulay Hassan, El-Fassi conducted his own private investigation. He meticulously tracked seventeen disappearances over a year, all involving young, respectable women who had mentioned needing letters written and were last seen in the older, commercial quarters of the city, particularly the leather workers' quarter.

The breakthrough came on April 24, 1906, when Lalla Fatima bint Ahmed reported her daughter Amina missing, having traced her last known whereabouts to the shop of Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi, a seemingly respectable shoemaker and letter writer. El-Fassi, who had known and patronized Mesfewi for years, was initially resistant to the idea that such a pious and respected craftsman could be involved.

The document highlights the profound impact of the Capitulations system, which granted foreign powers the right to intervene in Moroccan legal affairs, making effective policing and justice incredibly difficult. This foreign oversight would later become a critical factor in the handling of the Mesfewi case. El-Fassi's struggle to identify the killer was compounded by the societal respectability of merchants, making it difficult to investigate without overwhelming evidence or risking his career. He describes his futile attempts to conduct surveillance on other letter writers before Lalla Fatima's crucial testimony.

The narrative concludes with El-Fassi realizing that the "respectability" of Mesfewi was his most effective camouflage, and that he, along with the entire community, had been fooled by the killer's facade. The investigation, once initiated by Lalla Fatima's determination, would soon expose horrors that would not only shock Marrakesh but also ignite a diplomatic crisis due to the geopolitical context of the time.
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​A Detective's Account of the Marrakesh Arch-Killer

Memoirs of Inspector Brahim El-Fassi, Imperial Police of Marrakesh, 1906



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​PART I: THE GATHERING STORM
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Marrakesh on the Edge of Empire
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​Chapter 1: The City of Red Walls
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I write this account by lamplight in a small room in Tangier, far from the city where I spent the best years of my service to the Sultan. The year is 1920, and I am no longer Inspector El-Fassi of the Imperial Police. I am simply Brahim—an old man whose memories have become more vivid than the present, whose nights are haunted by screams that echo across fourteen years.

But I begin not with screams, but with silence.

The silence of early morning in Marrakesh, before the muezzin's call, when the red walls of our ancient city caught the first light of dawn and transformed into something almost holy. I used to walk the ramparts in those quiet hours, before my duties consumed the day, and feel the weight of centuries pressing down through the pink-hued stone. Seven hundred years of history. Seven hundred years of blood and prayer, commerce and conquest, justice and its terrible twin, vengeance.

I was thirty-four years old in the spring of 1906, though I felt far older. Twelve years in the Sultan's service had etched lines around my eyes that had nothing to do with the desert sun. I had joined the police at twenty-two, filled with the idealism of young men who believe that order can be imposed on chaos, that justice is a simple equation of crime and punishment. My father, a qadi in Fez, had disapproved. "The police," he told me, "are the hands that do what the law cannot speak aloud. You will become the instrument of compromises, my son, not principles."

He was right, of course. He usually was.

By 1906, I held the position of Senior Inspector in the Marrakesh division—a title that sounds more impressive than it was. We were perhaps two dozen men charged with maintaining order in a city of one hundred thousand souls, in a nation that was slowly, inexorably, being devoured by European powers. My office was a cramped room in the lower levels of the Pasha's palace, smelling perpetually of damp stone and the bitter coffee I consumed in quantities my physician warned would destroy my stomach.

The political situation that spring was like watching a building collapse in slow motion. We all knew the walls were crumbling; we simply didn't know which would fall first, or whom they would crush.

In January, even as I walked my morning rounds through the souks and squares of Marrakesh, delegates from the great powers of Europe had gathered in Spain. The Algeciras Conference, they called it. A gentleman's discussion about Morocco's future—a future to be decided by everyone except Moroccans. The newspapers that reached us from Tangier spoke in careful diplomatic language, but we could read between the lines. France and Spain were carving up our sovereignty like merchants dividing a carcass.

Sultan Mawlāy ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, may God preserve him, had already lost the confidence of his people. The Europeans called him a reformer, a modernizer. We called him weak. He had opened the doors to foreign advisors, foreign loans, foreign control. In the cafés and hammams of Marrakesh, men spoke his name with barely concealed contempt.

And here, in our city of red walls, his own brother was sharpening the knife.

Mawlāy ʿAbd al-Ḥāfiẓ—the name was whispered everywhere that winter and spring. The Sultan's younger brother had established himself in Marrakesh, and while he was careful not to openly declare rebellion, everyone understood what was happening. He held court like a sultan-in-waiting. He gathered the discontented, the traditional ulema who despised European influence, the tribal leaders who saw foreign control as a humiliation to Islam itself. His message was simple and powerful: Morocco needed a strong hand, a return to traditional ways, a rejection of European domination.

My position was delicate. I served the Sultan's administration, but I worked in a city that increasingly belonged to his brother's faction. Every day, I walked a tightrope between competing loyalties, knowing that when the inevitable conflict came, men like me—bureaucrats, functionaries, the practical machinery of governance—would be crushed between the grinding stones of dynastic politics.

The streets reflected this tension. Marrakesh had always been a city of contrasts—the wealthy merchants in their riads near the Koutoubia mosque, the desperately poor in the tanners' quarter where the stench of urine and death hung in the air like a physical presence. But now there was an edge to everything, a brittleness in daily interactions. Fights broke out more frequently in the souks. Rumors spread like disease. French traders were spat upon. The small European community that had established itself near the Mellah lived behind locked doors and hired bodyguards.

And yet, life continued. It always does. The call to prayer still marked the hours. The snake charmers still performed in the Jemaa el-Fnaa square. Women still haggled over vegetables, craftsmen still bent over their work, children still played in the narrow streets between the mud-brick houses. The fundamental rhythms of the city persisted, even as the foundation crumbled beneath them.

I lived alone in those days. I had been married once, briefly, but my wife had died in childbirth along with our daughter. That was eight years before the events I am about to relate. I had not remarried. My colleagues suggested I should—a man needs sons, they said, someone to care for him in old age. But I found solace in my work, in the illusion that by solving small crimes I could somehow hold back the larger chaos that threatened to engulf us.

My days followed a pattern. I would rise before dawn, walk the ramparts, then make my way through the awakening city to my office. There, I would review the previous night's reports—thefts, assaults, domestic disputes, the occasional murder. Most crimes in Marrakesh were simple affairs: drunken violence, family feuds, merchants settling scores. We investigated, we made arrests, we delivered suspects to the qadi's court, and traditional justice was administered. Flogging for theft. Blood money for accidental death. Execution for murder, though the method varied based on the crime's severity and the killer's social standing.

It was a system that had functioned for centuries. Brutal, yes, but comprehensible. Everyone understood the rules.

That was before the Europeans began demanding we change those rules. Before the Capitulations system gave foreign consuls the power to intervene in our courts, to protect their citizens from Moroccan justice, to lecture us about civilization and barbarism. I had stood in the Pasha's office more than once while a French or British consul objected to some punishment as "medieval" or "unconscionable." The irony of this never seemed to strike them—these men whose nations had built empires on mountains of corpses could somehow claim moral authority over how we governed ourselves.

But we were weak, and they were strong. That is the only law that matters between nations.

In early March of 1906, as the Algeciras Conference ground toward its inevitable conclusion, I began to notice something troubling in the reports that crossed my desk. A pattern, faint but persistent, like a shadow glimpsed from the corner of one's eye.

Young women were disappearing.

It started slowly. A merchant reported his daughter missing—she had gone to the souk and never returned. A widow sought help finding her niece. A father demanded we search for his daughter who had left to deliver a letter and vanished. At first, we treated each case individually. Women ran away. They eloped. They went to live with relatives in other cities. Marrakesh was a large place; people disappeared into its labyrinth of streets all the time.

But the families were insistent, and I am, if nothing else, a man who pays attention to patterns.

By April, I had counted seventeen missing young women in the space of just over a year. Seventeen families who had filed reports, at least. How many others had not bothered with official channels? How many fathers had simply accepted the loss, or conducted their own searches, or assumed their daughters had brought shame through secret love affairs?

I began to keep a private record, noting the details of each disappearance. Most were young, between fifteen and twenty-five. Most were from respectable families—not wealthy, but not desperately poor either. Several had been literate, or at least were known to use letter-writing services. All had vanished during daylight hours, in busy parts of the city.

I brought my concerns to my superior, Chief Inspector Moulay Hassan, a pompous man who had obtained his position through family connections rather than competence. He waved away my worries with a fat hand heavy with rings.

"Women," he said, dismissing centuries of human complexity with a single word. "They are emotional creatures, El-Fassi. They run off. They make foolish decisions. Unless you have evidence of a crime, we have more pressing matters."

The pressing matters, of course, were political. Keeping watch on potential rebels. Monitoring the movements of Mawlāy ʿAbd al-Ḥāfiẓ's supporters. Ensuring that the city remained calm while the Europeans finalized their dismemberment of our nation's independence. Missing women were not a priority.

I should have pushed harder. I should have demanded resources, insisted on a proper investigation. This failure haunts me still, in the dark hours before dawn when sleep will not come. How many of those seventeen women might have been saved if I had acted sooner? If I had trusted my instincts over the bureaucratic indifference of my superiors?

But I am being unfair to myself, perhaps. The truth is that none of us—not the police, not the Pasha, not the Sultan himself—had the luxury of focusing on ordinary crimes in the spring of 1906. We were all watching the horizon, waiting for the storm we knew was coming.

The Algeciras Conference concluded on April 7th. The Act was signed on April 18th. News reached Marrakesh in late April through the usual channels—official dispatches, newspaper reports, merchants returning from the coast. The terms were as humiliating as we had feared. French and Spanish control of Moroccan ports. A French-dominated State Bank. A police force under European officers. The Sultan's sovereignty confirmed in name while being gutted in substance.

In the streets of Marrakesh, the reaction was incendiary. Mawlāy ʿAbd al-Ḥāfiẓ's supporters distributed pamphlets condemning the agreement. Imams delivered increasingly fiery sermons about resistance to foreign domination. There were protests in the Jemaa el-Fnaa, angry crowds denouncing the Sultan as a traitor to Islam. My men and I worked overtime maintaining order, breaking up demonstrations, arresting the most vocal agitators while trying not to provoke a full-scale riot.

It was in this atmosphere of political rage and impending chaos that everything changed.

Late on the afternoon of April 24th, 1906—a date etched into my memory like a scar—a woman entered my office. She was perhaps forty years old, wearing the modest dress of the merchant class, her face unveiled in the manner of women conducting serious business. Her eyes were red from weeping, but her voice was steady.

"Inspector El-Fassi," she said, "my name is Lalla Fatima bint Ahmed. My daughter Amina has been missing for three days. I know where she went. I know who saw her last. And I need you to help me find her."

I gestured for her to sit. I had heard such pleas before, and I had learned to modulate my response—sympathetic but realistic, helpful but not promising miracles.

"Tell me everything," I said, pulling out my notebook.

She had done what I had begged other families to do—she had investigated herself. She had talked to neighbors, shopkeepers, everyone who might have seen her daughter. She had traced Amina's movements hour by hour on the day she vanished. And the trail led to a shoemaker's shop in the leather workers' quarter.

"Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi," she said, and I wrote the name in my careful script. "My daughter went to his shop to have a letter written. She never came home."

I looked up from my notes. "The Hadj? The shoemaker who provides letter-writing services?"

"Yes." Her voice cracked slightly. "I have asked him myself. He says she was there, that he wrote a letter for her, that she paid him and left. But no one saw her leave, Inspector. No one saw her after she entered his shop."

I felt something cold settle in my stomach. I knew Mesfewi—knew of him, at least. A respectable tradesman. A man who had completed the Hajj. Someone above suspicion.

And yet.

"How many other girls have come to you?" Lalla Fatima asked, her eyes meeting mine with an intensity that was almost physical. "How many other families have reported missing daughters? Don't tell me you haven't noticed the pattern, Inspector. I have spoken to five other families myself. Girls who needed letters written. Girls who were last seen near the shoemakers' quarter."

My hand had stopped writing. I stared at her, then down at my private record of disappearances. I began flipping through the pages, reading my own notes with new eyes.

Zahra bint Mohammed—last seen near the souk, had mentioned needing to have a letter written.

Fatima el-Fassi—last seen asking directions to a letter writer.

Habiba bint Omar—known to use letter-writing services.

Dear God.

"Inspector?" Lalla Fatima's voice seemed to come from far away. "Will you help me?"

I closed my notebook slowly. Through the narrow window of my office, I could see the red walls of Marrakesh catching the late afternoon sun, glowing like embers. Somewhere in the distance, someone was shouting political slogans. The city was a powder keg waiting for a spark.

And I was about to pull the thread that would unravel everything.

"Yes," I said quietly. "I will help you."

I could not know, in that moment, what I was setting in motion. I could not know that within days I would descend into a horror that would make the political crisis seem trivial by comparison. I could not know that the investigation I was about to begin would end with screams echoing from a stone tomb in the marketplace, or that it would contribute to the very collapse of sovereignty we all feared.

I knew only this: somewhere in my city, young women were vanishing. And I had finally found the thread that might lead me to the truth.

I stood up, reaching for my coat.

"Come," I said to Lalla Fatima. "Show me where your daughter went."

The City of Red Walls was about to reveal what it had been hiding in its shadows. And I, Inspector Brahim El-Fassi, would be the one to drag it into the light—though the light, when it came, would illuminate horrors beyond imagination.

That evening, as I walked through the narrow streets toward the leather workers' quarter, I passed beneath the ancient walls and felt, for the first time, that they were not protective but imprisoning. The city I loved, the city I had sworn to protect, had become a vast crypt concealing the dead.

I simply didn't know yet how many were buried there.

Or that I was walking toward the shop of the man who had buried them.
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​Chapter 2: The Disappearances Begin
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To understand how I failed to see what was happening until it was far too late, I must take you back to the beginning. Not to April 1906, when Lalla Fatima walked into my office, but to the previous year—to the slow accumulation of cases that, viewed individually, seemed unremarkable, but which together formed a pattern I should have recognized months earlier.

The first report I can definitively connect to what came later arrived on my desk on the morning of June 14th, 1905. I remember the date because it was the day after my late wife's birthday—a day I always spent in a particular melancholy that made the routine work of the office a welcome distraction.

The report was filed by a silversmith named Ahmed ben Youssef. His daughter, Zahra, aged nineteen, had left their house in the morning to run an errand and had not returned by nightfall. She had taken a small amount of money with her—perhaps fifteen francs—and had told her mother she needed to have a letter written to a cousin in Essaouira.

I interviewed Ahmed myself in my office. He was a small, nervous man whose fingers were stained with the chemicals of his trade. He twisted his skullcap in his hands as he spoke.

"She is a good girl, Inspector," he insisted. "Not the type to run off with some boy. She knows her duty to her family. We have a marriage arrangement for her already—a merchant's son from a good family. She would not dishonor us."

I made careful notes, asked the standard questions. Had she been unhappy at home? No. Had she mentioned any troubles, any fears? No. Had there been any suspicious men paying attention to her? Not that her father knew of, though he admitted—with some embarrassment—that he could not monitor every moment of a daughter's day.

"The letter," I asked. "Where was she planning to have it written?"

He shrugged helplessly. "She did not say. There are several places in the souk where such services are available. She was literate enough to read, Inspector, but her hand was not confident enough for writing. Many of the young women use the letter writers."

This was true. Despite some modernization, literacy rates in Marrakesh remained low, particularly among women. Those who could read often could not write well enough for formal correspondence. The letter writers who set up their small tables in the souks or operated from shops were an essential service, trusted intermediaries between the literate and illiterate worlds.

I took down all the information, promised to make inquiries, and told Ahmed to return in a week if his daughter had not come home. In my experience, most missing persons cases resolved themselves. Young people had secret lives their parents knew nothing about. Romance, shame, pregnancy, debt—all the small human dramas that drove people to flee.

I filed the report and thought little more about it.

Zahra bint Ahmed never came home.

Six weeks later, on July 28th, another father appeared in my office. This one was a baker, a large man with forearms like hams and flour permanently embedded beneath his fingernails. His daughter Fatima had vanished three days earlier. She had gone to the souk to purchase fabric for a new robe and to have a letter written to her brother, who was serving in the Sultan's army in the north.

Again, I took notes. Again, I asked questions. Again, I promised to investigate.

"Did you check with the fabric merchants?" I asked.

"Yes, yes," the baker said impatiently. "She purchased the fabric—I found the shopkeeper who sold it to her. She was carrying it when she left. But after that..." He spread his hands. "Nothing. No one saw her. The fabric is gone. She is gone. As if the earth swallowed her whole."

I made inquiries. I sent constables to ask questions in the markets. We learned nothing. The trail ended in the labyrinth of Marrakesh's old city, those countless narrow streets where a person could disappear in a moment, where privacy was maintained by ancient custom and the high walls of family compounds.

The baker's daughter did not return.

By September, I had four cases. Four young women, all between the ages of sixteen and twenty-two, all from respectable but not wealthy families, all having mentioned letters or letter-writing before their disappearances. I noticed this commonality, of course—I was not entirely incompetent—but the connection seemed tenuous. Letter-writing services were ubiquitous. Half the women in Marrakesh used them at some point.

I brought my concerns to Chief Inspector Moulay Hassan.

His office was three times the size of mine, decorated with carpets and cushions that had been gifts from wealthy families seeking favor. He received me while reclining on a divan, picking at a plate of honeyed pastries.

"Four missing women in three months," I said, standing before his desk since he had not invited me to sit. "All young, all unmarried, all from the same general quarter of the city. All had mentioned needing letters written."

Moulay Hassan waved a sticky hand dismissively. "And how many women in Marrakesh use letter writers, El-Fassi? Hundreds? Thousands? You are seeing patterns where there are only coincidences."

"With respect, Chief Inspector, I believe—"

"You believe," he interrupted, "that you can solve every small tragedy that occurs in this city. You cannot. Women leave their families for many reasons. Perhaps they are kidnapped by slave traders. Perhaps they run away with unsuitable men. Perhaps they fall into the river and drown. Unless you have evidence of a specific crime, I will not authorize resources for a general investigation."

I stood my ground. "I am requesting permission to interview the letter writers in the souks. To ask if they remember—"

"Permission denied." He bit into another pastry, honey dripping onto his beard. "Do you know what is happening at the national level, Inspector? Do you understand that French and Spanish diplomats are circling Morocco like vultures? That the Sultan's authority is being questioned? That we may face civil war within the year? And you want me to deploy men to question letter writers about women who have probably run off with their lovers?"

"Four women—"

"Are a local matter that will resolve itself or will not. Either way, we have more pressing concerns. You are dismissed, El-Fassi."

I left his office with my jaw clenched so tightly my teeth ached.

But I did not abandon the investigation. In my spare hours—early mornings before my official duties began, evenings after the office closed—I conducted my own inquiries. I visited the families of the missing women, taking detailed statements. I walked the routes they were known to have taken. I spoke with shopkeepers and neighbors.

A picture began to emerge, fragmentary and frustrating, but undeniable.

By December 1905, I had seven cases. Seven young women, vanished without a trace. The families had begun to find each other, to compare their griefs. They came to my office in small groups, demanding action. I gave them what I could—my time, my attention, my promise that I was watching—but I could not give them answers.

The pattern was there, but I could not see its shape. Letter-writing, yes, but where? Which letter writers? The city had dozens. Some worked from shops, some from temporary stalls in the markets, some simply sat on street corners with their materials. Tracking all of them was impossible without official resources, and Moulay Hassan had made his position clear.

In January 1906, as European delegates gathered in Algeciras to decide Morocco's fate, two more women disappeared within a week of each other.

The first was Habiba bint Omar, seventeen years old, daughter of a spice merchant. She had been engaged to be married in the spring. Her father came to my office weeping, begging me to find her before the wedding date. His family had already paid the bride price; if she could not be produced, he would be shamed and bankrupted.

The second was Amina bint Hassan, twenty years old, known for her beautiful singing voice. Her mother told me that Amina had been planning to send a letter to a music teacher in Fez, inquiring about advanced training. "She had dreams," the mother said, her face a mask of anguish. "She wanted to be more than just a wife. Is that why God has punished us?"

I assured her that God had not punished anyone, that we would find her daughter, that she should not lose hope. I was lying. I had no hope myself.

Nine women. Nine families destroyed. Nine lives erased as if they had never existed.

I spent hours staring at the map of Marrakesh I had pinned to my office wall, marking the locations where each woman was last seen. The pins clustered in the older quarters, near the souks and bazaars. But that proved nothing—most of Marrakesh's commercial activity happened in those areas. The pins could have been marking normal daily movement rather than anything sinister.

In February, three more disappeared.

The families were becoming organized now, forming something like a mutual aid society. They met weekly at the home of one of the bereaved fathers, comparing information, conducting their own investigations. They brought their findings to me, and I added them to my private files. I had two notebooks now, filled with details:

Layla bint Mohammed, age 16, last seen February 3rd near the leather workers' quarter. Father: carpenter. Mother: deceased. Had mentioned needing a letter written to an aunt in the countryside.

Khadija bint Ahmed, age 22, last seen February 18th near the spice souk. Father: deceased. Mother: weaver. Literate in Arabic but poor handwriting. Known to use letter-writing services.

Saida bint Youssef, age 19, last seen February 27th. Father: merchant. Was carrying money to pay for having several letters written.

Twelve women. Twelve families. And still, officially, I was told to do nothing.

"The political situation is deteriorating," Moulay Hassan informed me when I attempted once more to request resources. This was in early March, after news from Algeciras had grown particularly dire. "The Sultan may lose his throne. Morocco may lose its independence. And you are obsessed with missing women who are probably living comfortable lives somewhere with men they chose for themselves."

"Twelve women from respectable families, all—"

"All what, El-Fassi? All young? Young women are foolish. All from the same area? Everyone is from the same area—it is the heart of the city. All mentioned letters? So does half of Marrakesh!" He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "I am telling you for the last time: focus on your assigned duties. Monitor the political agitators. Watch for signs of rebellion. Leave these missing persons cases to resolve themselves."

"And if they don't resolve themselves?"

"Then they don't." He sat back. "The world is full of tragedies we cannot prevent, Inspector. Learn to accept this, or you will drive yourself mad."

Perhaps I was already going mad. I dreamed of the missing women sometimes—faceless figures in the shadowy streets of Marrakesh, calling out for help that never came. I would wake in the night, heart pounding, convinced I could hear them screaming. But there was only silence.

The thirteenth disappearance occurred on March 15th. Malika bint Rashid, eighteen years old, daughter of a textile merchant. She had told her sister she was going to have a letter written to a friend who had moved to Casablanca.

The fourteenth: March 22nd. Nadia bint Karim, twenty-one years old. Last seen asking for directions to a letter writer.

The fifteenth: April 2nd. Samira bint Abbas, sixteen years old. Had money to pay for letter-writing services.

The sixteenth: April 9th. Fatima bint Mohammed—not the baker's daughter, a different Fatima, for the name was common. Age nineteen. Letter-writing mentioned.

The seventeenth: April 18th. Zaynab bint Ali, age twenty. Same pattern.

I was drowning in names and details, in grief and frustration. The families looked to me for answers I could not provide. My superiors dismissed my concerns as obsessive. And all around us, the political situation spiraled toward chaos.

The Act of Algeciras was signed on April 18th—the same day Zaynab bint Ali disappeared. While European diplomats finalized the terms of Morocco's subjugation, somewhere in Marrakesh a young woman was vanishing into the shadows that had already swallowed sixteen others.

I sat in my office that evening after everyone else had gone home, staring at my notebooks. Seventeen women. Seventeen families. A year of disappearances, and I was no closer to understanding what was happening than I had been when Ahmed the silversmith first walked through my door to report his daughter missing.

I had failed them. I knew this with a certainty that sat in my stomach like a stone. Somewhere, somehow, these women were connected. Their disappearances were not random. There was a pattern, a purpose, a perpetrator.

But I could not see it.

I lit another lamp against the gathering darkness and opened my notebook to a fresh page. I began to write out everything I knew, searching for the connection I had missed:

All young women, ages 15-22. All from respectable families—neither wealthy nor destitute. All disappeared during daylight hours. All in the same general area—the old city, near the souks. All had mentioned letters or letter-writing before vanishing. None had shown signs of wanting to leave their families. None had been found—not alive, not dead, not anywhere.

That last point troubled me most. In a city the size of Marrakesh, bodies turned up. If these women had been killed by bandits or in random violence, we should have found at least some of them. If they had run away to other cities, some rumor should have reached back to us. If they had been sold to slave traders, someone should have seen something.

But there was nothing. They had simply ceased to exist.

Unless...

I paused, pen hovering over the page. Unless they were being hidden. Unless someone was keeping them somewhere. Unless the letter-writing connection was not a coincidence but the key to everything.

What if someone who provided letter-writing services was using that position to access vulnerable women? Someone they trusted, someone whose shop or stall gave him privacy, someone who could make a woman disappear without witnesses?

My hands were shaking as I wrote: Interview all letter writers. Find out which ones were near the locations where women vanished. Look for a single common factor.

But I had tried this before and failed. There were too many letter writers, they moved locations, their memories were unreliable. Without official support, without constables to help me conduct a systematic canvass, I was one man trying to search an entire city.

I put down my pen and rubbed my eyes. The lamp was burning low, and my back ached from hours of hunching over the desk. Outside, I could hear the evening call to prayer echoing across the city. The faithful were turning toward Mecca, seeking guidance and mercy.

I found myself praying too, though I had never been particularly devout. I prayed for the missing women, wherever they were. I prayed for their families, suffering in uncertainty. I prayed for wisdom to see what I had been missing.

And I prayed that I was wrong, that Moulay Hassan was right, that these seventeen young women had simply made choices their families didn't understand and were living peaceful lives somewhere beyond my reach.

But I knew, in the place where truth lives beyond hope or fear, that my prayers would not be answered. Something evil was moving through Marrakesh. It had been moving for more than a year, feeding on the vulnerable, hidden by the chaos of our collapsing political order.

And I, who should have stopped it, had been blind.

Six days later, Lalla Fatima would walk into my office with news of her missing daughter, Amina. Six days later, she would give me the name that would unlock everything: Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi.

But on that April evening, sitting alone in my office surrounded by files of the vanished, I knew only that I had failed, and that women were still disappearing, and that somewhere in the red-walled city I loved, a predator was hunting.

I closed my notebooks, extinguished the lamp, and walked home through streets that had never seemed darker. The walls of Marrakesh rose around me like the walls of a tomb. And I could not shake the feeling that somewhere, in some hidden place, seventeen young women were entombed as well.

I was right, of course.

But when I finally discovered where they were buried, I would find that there were not seventeen bodies.

There were far more than that.
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​Chapter 3: A Shoemaker's Reputation
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I must now write about a man I thought I knew. A man I greeted cordially in the marketplace. A man whose work I had admired, whose piety I had never questioned, whose very existence seemed to embody the solid respectability of Marrakesh's merchant class.

I must write about Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi as he appeared to me before I knew what he truly was.

This is perhaps the most difficult chapter I will write, for it forces me to confront my own blindness. How many times did I walk past his shop? How many times did I exchange pleasantries with a man who was, even as we spoke, concealing the bodies of murdered women beneath the very floor where he stood?

The guilt of this proximity haunts me still.

I first encountered Mesfewi in the autumn of 1903, shortly after he had returned from his pilgrimage to Mecca. The title "Hadj" was still new to him then, worn with a certain pride that was both touching and appropriate. To complete the Hajj was no small accomplishment—it required means, time, devotion, and considerable hardship. Those who returned from the holy city were accorded automatic respect in our community.

I was walking through the leather workers' quarter on some routine matter—an investigation into stolen goods, if memory serves—when I stopped to have a sandal repaired. My footwear had split along the sole, and I needed immediate attention before continuing my rounds. A colleague directed me to a shop he favored: "Hadj Mesfewi is an excellent craftsman. Fair prices, good work, and a pious man besides."

The shop was located on a narrow street that connected the leather workers' quarter to the larger souk. It was a modest establishment, perhaps twelve feet wide, with a wooden door that stood open during business hours. The sign above was simple: "Mesfewi—Shoes and Leather Goods." No mention yet of the letter-writing services that would later become central to his business.

I remember ducking through the low doorway into the dim interior. The smell hit me immediately—leather, dyes, oil, and something else I couldn't quite identify. I know now what that other smell was, though at the time I paid it no mind. Every leather worker's shop in Marrakesh had its own particular odor, a mixture of the materials and chemicals of the trade.

Mesfewi himself emerged from the back of the shop, wiping his hands on a stained apron. He was a man of medium height, perhaps five and a half feet tall, with the solid build of someone who worked with his hands. His age was difficult to determine—anywhere from thirty-five to forty-five, I would have guessed. He had a full black beard, neatly trimmed, and dark eyes that met mine directly without either servility or arrogance.

"Peace be upon you, Inspector," he said, recognizing my official status immediately. Men like Mesfewi made it their business to know the authorities in their district. "How may I serve you?"

I showed him my broken sandal. He took it, examined it with the careful attention of a true craftsman, and nodded. "The stitching has failed here, and here. The leather is still good—this can be repaired easily. If you can wait perhaps twenty minutes, I will have it ready for you."

I agreed and settled onto one of the low stools near the front of the shop. From this vantage point, I could watch both the street and Mesfewi at work. He moved with the practiced efficiency of a master craftsman, his hands sure and steady as he stripped away the failed stitching and began to repair the damage.

"I am told you have recently completed the Hajj," I said, making conversation as was customary.

His face brightened with genuine pleasure. "Yes, praise be to God. I returned three months ago. It was... there are no words, Inspector. To stand before the Kaaba, to walk where the Prophet walked, to join with millions of believers from every corner of the earth..." He shook his head, overcome. "Every Muslim should make this journey if they are able. It changes a man."

We spoke of his pilgrimage as he worked. He described the journey to Jeddah by ship, the crowds in Mecca, the ritual circumambulations of the Kaaba, the standing at Arafat. His descriptions were vivid and seemed heartfelt. I found myself warming to him, impressed by his devotion.

"And your business?" I asked. "You left it for how long?"

"Nearly four months in total," he replied, threading a thick needle with practiced ease. "My brother managed the shop while I was gone. I am fortunate—the trade in Marrakesh is good, and I had saved enough to make the journey without hardship."

The sandal was repaired in less time than he had estimated. He handed it back to me, and I examined his work. It was excellent—the stitching tight and even, the leather properly treated. I paid him the modest sum he requested, and as I left, I remember thinking that Marrakesh was fortunate to have such skilled and pious craftsmen.

That was my first meeting with Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi. I left his shop with a well-repaired sandal and a favorable impression of the man.

I would return to that shop many times over the following years, though never for official business. Always for small personal matters—a belt that needed new holes punched, boots that required resoling, once a leather satchel for carrying documents. Mesfewi's work was reliably good, his prices fair, and his shop was conveniently located on my usual routes through the city.

We developed the sort of cordial acquaintance that exists between a regular customer and a trusted tradesman. He would ask after my health, I would inquire about his business. We discussed the weather, the state of trade, the minor events of neighborhood life. When political tensions began to rise in the city, we occasionally touched on those subjects, though always carefully. Mesfewi presented himself as a traditional man, concerned about European influence, but not fanatically so. He struck me as practical rather than ideological.

"These are troubled times, Inspector," he said to me once in early 1905, as he worked on a commission I had brought him. "A man must focus on his work, his prayers, and his family. The great affairs of state are beyond the influence of simple craftsmen like myself."

It was a safe, sensible position, exactly what one would expect from a respectable merchant. Nothing in his demeanor suggested anything untoward.

It was during this period—I believe in late 1904 or early 1905—that Mesfewi expanded his services to include letter-writing. A small sign appeared in his shop window: "Letters Written—Arabic and French—Fair Prices."

This was not unusual. Many literate merchants supplemented their income by offering such services. In a city where perhaps only one in five adults could write competently, letter writers were essential intermediaries. They wrote contracts, petitions, personal correspondence—all the written communication required by an increasingly bureaucratic world.

When I noticed the sign, I asked Mesfewi about it.

"My time in the holy cities improved my Arabic script," he explained, displaying a modesty I found appropriate. "And I learned some French from merchants in Jeddah. There is demand for these skills in Marrakesh, especially among the women who need to write to family members or conduct business."

"Women?" I asked.

"Oh yes," he said, smiling. "Perhaps half my letter-writing clients are women. They are often more literate than people assume—they can read well enough—but their handwriting is not always confident. They come to have letters written to relatives, to merchants, sometimes to potential marriage partners. It is respectable work, and the income helps during slow periods for the leather trade."

This made perfect sense. Women did indeed use letter-writing services frequently. The work was respectable, even commendable—helping the less literate navigate an increasingly complex world. That Mesfewi provided this service only enhanced his reputation in my eyes.

I even recommended his services once or twice. When a colleague mentioned needing someone to write a formal petition in proper Arabic, I suggested Mesfewi. When a neighbor asked if I knew a reliable letter writer, I mentioned the Hadj's shop.

How many women did I send to him? The thought makes me physically ill even now, fourteen years later. Did any of the women I directed to his shop end up beneath his floorboards? The uncertainty of this is its own special torture.

The shop itself I came to know well through my regular visits. It was a narrow space, perhaps twelve feet wide and twenty feet deep. The front portion was the public area, where Mesfewi conducted business with customers. There were shelves displaying finished goods—sandals, boots, belts, satchels. A long wooden workbench occupied one wall, covered with tools of the leather-working trade: knives, awls, needles, threads, dyes, oils.

In the back corner, partially concealed by a curtain, was a small area where Mesfewi kept additional supplies and, I later learned, conducted his letter-writing business. This gave clients some privacy—important for women dictating personal correspondence.

The floor was hard-packed earth, typical of older shops in Marrakesh, covered in places with worn rugs and leather scraps. The ceiling was low, supported by ancient wooden beams. There was a small window high on the back wall that provided minimal light and ventilation.

I walked across that floor dozens of times, never suspecting what lay beneath it. I sat on those stools, waiting for repairs, making small talk, while beneath my feet...

But I am getting ahead of myself. In those years before April 1906, I saw only what Mesfewi wanted me to see: a successful craftsman, a pious man, a useful member of the community.

Others saw the same. I made inquiries later, after everything came to light, and everyone I spoke to expressed the same shock and disbelief. The imam at the local mosque described Mesfewi as a regular attendee at prayers, someone who contributed appropriately to charity and fulfilled his religious obligations. Neighboring merchants called him fair in his dealings, honest in his weights and measures, reliable in his commitments.

"He was quiet," one neighboring shopkeeper told me. "Not unfriendly, but not someone who inserted himself into every conversation. He minded his business, did good work, and caused no trouble. There was nothing about him that suggested..."

The man couldn't finish the sentence. None of us could. How do you reconcile the man we thought we knew with the monster he actually was?

I have thought about this question endlessly. Was Mesfewi a consummate actor, presenting a false face to the world while concealing his true nature? Or did he genuinely believe himself to be the pious, respectable tradesman he appeared? Did he compartmentalize his life so completely that the man who murdered women and the man who prayed five times daily were somehow separate entities in his own mind?

I have no answers. The human capacity for self-deception and duplicity is apparently limitless.

What I do know is that his appearance of respectability was his greatest weapon. It gave him access to victims who would never have trusted a man of suspicious character. It gave him protection from scrutiny—who would suspect the Hadj, the pious shoemaker, the helpful letter writer?

Even as I was compiling my list of missing women in early 1906, even as the pattern of letter-writing connections became clear, even then I did not suspect Mesfewi specifically. The city had many letter writers. His name did not rise to particular prominence in my mind.

This is perhaps what haunts me most. I had all the pieces. I walked past the solution to my investigation dozens of times. I patronized the shop where women were being murdered. I chatted pleasantly with their killer.

And I saw nothing.

There were no obvious signs, no behavioral quirks that screamed danger. Mesfewi was neither excessively friendly nor notably withdrawn. He did not display the nervous energy of a man concealing guilt. He did not avoid the authorities—indeed, he was always courteous and helpful when I stopped by his shop.

Looking back now, with the terrible knowledge of what he was, I search my memories for hints I might have missed. Were his hands too steady? Was there a coldness behind his eyes? Did he show too much interest when I mentioned my work as a police inspector?

But this is the mind's attempt to rewrite history, to find patterns that were not visible at the time. The truth is simpler and more disturbing: Mesfewi appeared completely normal because, in every way that was visible to the casual observer, he was normal. He had learned to wear humanity like a mask, and the mask was seamless.

The last time I visited his shop before his arrest was in early April 1906—perhaps a week before Lalla Fatima would come to my office. I needed a briefcase clasp repaired. Mesfewi took the commission, examined the broken clasp, and promised to have it ready in two days.

"Business is good?" I asked, making conversation.

"God provides," he replied with a modest smile. "The letter-writing keeps me busy. Many young women seem to be corresponding with family members in other cities these days."

Did I notice anything in his tone when he said this? Any hint of mockery, of secret satisfaction? I have replayed this conversation in my mind a thousand times, and I cannot say with certainty. Perhaps there was something. Perhaps my instincts registered a wrongness my conscious mind refused to acknowledge.

Or perhaps I am simply trying to convince myself that some part of me knew, even then.

I left his shop that day, walking out into the bright sunlight of the marketplace. The street was crowded with the usual commerce—vendors selling vegetables and spices, beggars calling for alms, children playing between the stalls. The sounds of normal life surrounded me.

Behind me, in the shop I had just left, beneath the floor I had walked across, lay the bodies of more than thirty murdered women.

I did not know it. I did not suspect it. I walked away, thinking only that I would need to return in two days to collect my repaired briefcase.

This is the weight I carry: I was there. I was so close. If I had been more observant, more intuitive, more willing to trust the vague unease I sometimes felt—could I have saved them? Not all of them, perhaps, but some?

When Lalla Fatima spoke Mesfewi's name in my office days later, my first reaction was not suspicion but surprise. The Hadj? The respectable shoemaker? Surely there was some mistake.

Even then, even knowing what I knew about the pattern of disappearances, even with seventeen missing women on my conscience, my mind resisted the possibility that the man I had trusted with my sandals could be a killer.

This is how predators survive in our midst. They wear the face of normalcy. They fulfill social expectations. They make themselves indispensable and trustworthy. And when someone finally notices their crimes, the first reaction is always disbelief.

How could he? He seemed so normal. So respectable. So pious.

I remember Mesfewi's shop the way it appeared on that last visit—sunlight slanting through the doorway, the smell of leather and oil, the neat arrangement of tools on the workbench. I remember his voice, calm and courteous: "I will have your briefcase ready in two days, Inspector. God willing."

I never did collect that briefcase. By the time the two days had passed, Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi was in chains, and I was standing in his shop, staring down into a pit filled with the dead.

But in my memory, there is still a version of that shop as it appeared before—a simple merchant's establishment, smelling of honest work, run by a man who had walked the sacred paths of Mecca.

That version never truly existed. It was a stage set, a carefully constructed illusion. But I believed in it completely.

We all did.

And that, perhaps, is the most terrifying revelation of all: that evil can build such convincing camouflage, that monsters can pass among us wearing the masks of men, and we will smile and nod and never suspect until the mask finally slips and we see the horror that was always there, hiding in plain sight.

Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi fooled everyone. But I, who should have known better, who was trained to see through deception, who had all the pieces of the puzzle—I was perhaps the greatest fool of all.

This knowledge sits heavy on my soul, even now, even after all these years.

When I finally write about entering his shop as an investigator rather than a customer, when I describe what we found beneath those floorboards, remember this: I walked across that floor dozens of times.

I never knew I was walking on graves.
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​Chapter 4: The Weight of Foreign Eyes
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To understand the judicial chaos that would eventually consume the Mesfewi case, you must first understand what it meant to be a policeman in Morocco in 1906. You must understand that every arrest I made, every investigation I conducted, every sentence that was carried out existed under the constant scrutiny of foreign powers who had been granted the right to intervene in our internal affairs.

We were not a sovereign nation enforcing our own laws. We were performers on a stage, watched by critical European audiences who reserved the right to halt the performance at any moment if they found it distasteful.

This was the Capitulations system, and it poisoned everything.

I first encountered the reality of the Capitulations early in my career, in 1896, when I was still a junior constable learning the rhythms of police work. A French merchant named Dubois had been caught selling adulterated olive oil—mixing cheap seed oils with pure olive oil and selling it at premium prices. The deception had been going on for months, defrauding Moroccan customers of substantial sums.

We arrested him. We had evidence. We had witnesses. Under Moroccan law, commercial fraud of this nature carried penalties of public flogging and restitution to the victims.

I remember the satisfaction I felt as we led Dubois to the holding cells. Justice would be served. The law would be upheld.

Three hours later, he was released.

The French consul had intervened. Dubois, as a French citizen, could not be tried in Moroccan courts. He would be handled by the consular court—a French official applying French law on Moroccan soil to protect French interests.

"But the crime occurred here," I protested to my superior. "The victims are Moroccan. Our laws were broken."

The senior inspector—not Moulay Hassan, but his predecessor, a weary man named Abdul-Aziz who had dealt with such situations for decades—simply shrugged. "The Convention of Madrid, signed in 1880, grants foreign powers the right to protect their citizens from what they consider 'barbarous' Moroccan justice. Flogging is considered barbarous. Therefore, Monsieur Dubois cannot be flogged."

"Then what happens to him?"

"The French consular court will hear the case. They may fine him. They may reprimand him. They may do nothing at all. It is out of our hands."

"And the Moroccan merchants he defrauded?"

Another shrug. "They can petition the consular court for restitution. Whether they receive it is another matter."

I learned later that Dubois paid a small fine and continued his business. The Moroccan victims received nothing. The law, I discovered, was not blind—it had eyes that saw nationality before justice.

This was my introduction to the reality of colonial legal structures. Morocco maintained the appearance of sovereignty—we had our Sultan, our courts, our laws—but that appearance was a fiction maintained only as long as it didn't inconvenience European powers.

The Capitulations system had its origins in the Ottoman Empire, where it had been designed to protect European merchants operating in foreign territories. Over centuries, it had evolved into a tool of imperial control. By the early twentieth century, the system in Morocco had become so extensive that entire categories of people were effectively beyond the reach of Moroccan law.

Foreign nationals could not be arrested without consular approval. They could not be tried in Moroccan courts. They could not be subjected to Moroccan punishments. If a French citizen murdered a Moroccan, the case would be heard by the French consul applying French law. If a Spanish merchant refused to pay his Moroccan workers, Spanish authorities would handle the dispute. If a British trader smuggled goods to avoid Moroccan customs, British officials would determine the consequences.

But the system was even more insidious than simple extraterritorial jurisdiction. It extended to anyone who could claim foreign protection. Moroccan Jews, for instance, often obtained protection from European consuls, placing them beyond the reach of traditional courts. Local merchants who worked for foreign companies could claim protected status. Even Moroccan servants employed by European households sometimes argued they should be immune from local law enforcement.

The result was a labyrinth of competing jurisdictions that made effective policing nearly impossible. As a detective investigating crimes in Marrakesh, I had to navigate a constant minefield of diplomatic considerations.

Could I search this warehouse? That depends—is the owner protected by the French?

Could I arrest this suspect? Wait—let me check if he works for a Spanish company.

Could I interrogate this witness? Careful—she's married to a British merchant.

Every investigation became an exercise in diplomatic calculation rather than pure justice.

But the Capitulations system affected more than just criminal investigations. It extended to civil matters, commercial disputes, even tax collection. European merchants were exempt from many Moroccan taxes. Foreign-owned businesses operated under different regulations. The Moroccan government was slowly losing the ability to govern its own economy.

I remember a conversation with my father during one of my visits to Fez in 1902. He was still serving as a qadi then, though his disillusionment with the legal system had grown profound.

"The law has become a farce," he told me, his voice heavy with resignation. "I sit in judgment, I apply the Sharia and our traditional codes, but half the people who should appear before me never do. They have European protection. They operate outside our system entirely."

"Can nothing be done?" I asked.

"Done?" He laughed bitterly. "What can we do? We are weak, and they are strong. That is the only law that truly matters between nations. The Sultan signed these agreements because he had no choice. And now we live with the consequences."

The consequences were everywhere visible. In Marrakesh, entire quarters of the city operated under what amounted to foreign control. The European merchants near the Mellah lived in a bubble of extraterritorial privilege. When disputes arose among them, they settled matters through their consuls, completely bypassing Moroccan authorities. When crimes occurred, we were often not even informed until days later, and then only as a courtesy.

I cannot count the number of times I was conducting an investigation only to be told I had no jurisdiction. A theft from a French-protected merchant? Consular matter. An assault involving a Spanish citizen? Consular matter. A property dispute between a Moroccan and anyone with European protection? Consular matter.

What few people outside the police truly understood was how this system encouraged crime. If you were Moroccan and committed a crime against another Moroccan, you faced the full weight of traditional justice—flogging, amputation, even execution depending on the severity. But if you could obtain foreign protection, or if you committed crimes against those with foreign protection, the consequences were often minimal.

I investigated a case in 1904 where a Moroccan man with French protection had brutally beaten his Moroccan wife. Under Moroccan law, this was a serious offense that would result in significant punishment. But because the man worked for a French trading company and had obtained protected status, the case went to the French consular court. They gave him a stern warning and a small fine. Two months later, he beat his wife again, this time badly enough that she lost the sight in one eye.

I wanted to arrest him. I wanted to drag him before a Moroccan court where he would face real consequences. But I had no authority. He was protected. The law could not touch him.

"This is not justice," I told my supervisor.

"No," he agreed. "But it is the world we live in."

The frustration of being a policeman under such conditions is difficult to convey. Imagine knowing who committed a crime, having evidence, having witnesses, but being told you cannot act because of diplomatic protocols. Imagine watching criminals escape punishment because they had the right connections or the right nationality. Imagine trying to maintain order in a city where the law applied differently to different people based on their passport rather than their actions.

It was maddening.

And it was about to get worse.

The Algeciras Conference that concluded in April 1906 expanded European control even further. The Act of Algeciras, signed on April 18th and ratified in June, established a new framework for foreign intervention in Moroccan affairs. French and Spanish officers would now control the police in Moroccan ports. A State Bank under international control would manage Moroccan finances. Customs collection would be supervised by European officials.

The Sultan's sovereignty was confirmed in the treaty's language—but it was a sovereignty without substance. We were independent in name only.

I remember reading the summary of the Act when it reached Marrakesh in late April. I sat in my office, scanning the provisions with growing despair. Every paragraph was another limitation on Moroccan authority, another expansion of foreign control.

"They are dismantling us piece by piece," I said to a colleague.

"At least they're not calling it a formal protectorate," he replied, trying to find some shred of optimism.

"Not yet," I said. "But this is how it happens. First the advisors, then the police, then the banks, then the entire government. In a few years, the Sultan will be a figurehead and Morocco will be a French colony in all but name."

I was right, of course. The French Protectorate was formally established in 1912, just six years later. But in 1906, we were living through the slow-motion collapse, watching our sovereignty erode day by day.

The impact on my work was immediate and profound. The expanded Capitulations system meant that even more people could claim foreign protection. The new banking arrangements meant that financial crimes became nightmarishly complex to investigate. The police reorganization meant that my authority was increasingly questioned and undermined.

And hovering over everything was the knowledge that European consuls were watching our justice system with critical eyes, ready to intervene if we did anything they deemed "uncivilized."

This scrutiny extended to criminal punishments. Traditional Moroccan law allowed for severe penalties—flogging, amputation, crucifixion, burning. These were not random cruelties; they were codified punishments with specific applications, inherited from centuries of Islamic jurisprudence and local custom. They were understood by the population. They served as deterrence. They were our law.

But European powers found them barbaric. French and British newspapers regularly published scandals about Moroccan justice—sensationalized accounts of thieves having their hands amputated, murderers being crucified, adulterers being stoned. These stories served a propaganda purpose: they portrayed Morocco as backward, savage, in desperate need of civilizing European influence.

The consuls used these stories as justification for intervention. When a Moroccan court handed down what Europeans considered an excessively harsh sentence, consuls would protest. Sometimes they succeeded in having sentences commuted. Sometimes they created enough diplomatic pressure that the Sultan's government would override local courts.

This created an impossible situation for Moroccan judges and law enforcement. If we applied traditional law, we risked international incidents. If we modified our practices to appease European sensibilities, we lost credibility with our own population, who saw such modifications as weakness and capitulation.

I experienced this tension directly in 1905 when we arrested a murderer—a Moroccan man who had killed his brother in a dispute over inheritance. The evidence was clear, the confession obtained, the crime admitted. Under Moroccan law, the qadi sentenced him to death by beheading, a standard punishment for premeditated murder.

The French consul somehow learned of the case and sent a letter to the Pasha expressing concern about "the rushed nature of the proceedings" and suggesting that "modern standards of justice require more thorough investigation and the possibility of appeal."

The Pasha, already under pressure from French authorities on other matters, delayed the execution for weeks while we conducted additional, completely unnecessary investigations. The victim's family was furious—they saw the delay as an insult to their dead son. The local population grumbled about European interference in Muslim justice. Finally, after nearly two months, the execution was carried out, but the damage was done. Our system looked weak and subservient.

This was the impossible game we were forced to play: maintain traditional justice to satisfy our own people, but not too traditional or the Europeans would intervene. Be strong, but not too strong. Be sovereign, but acknowledge foreign oversight. Be a nation, but accept that other nations held veto power over our decisions.

The psychological toll of this situation was enormous. Every morning I woke up and put on the uniform of the Sultan's police, took an oath to uphold Moroccan law, and then spent my day navigating a system where that law was subordinate to foreign pressure.

I arrested criminals knowing they might be released because of their connections. I investigated crimes knowing I might be ordered to stop. I collected evidence knowing it might be irrelevant if the accused had the right passport. I was a policeman in a country that was losing the right to police itself.

And through it all, the knowledge burned: we were not defeated in war. We had not surrendered after a great battle. We were simply being absorbed, piece by piece, because we were weak and divided while they were strong and united.

The Mesfewi case would bring all these tensions to a crisis point. A Moroccan serial killer, arrested by Moroccan police, tried by Moroccan courts, sentenced under Moroccan law—this should have been a purely internal matter. But nothing was purely internal anymore.

The Europeans would watch. They would judge. They would intervene.

And their intervention would transform a straightforward criminal case into a political nightmare that would expose just how little sovereignty Morocco actually retained.

But I am getting ahead of myself again. In those early months of 1906, as I tracked the disappearances of young women, as I walked past Mesfewi's shop without suspecting, as I watched the political situation deteriorate, I was simply trying to do my job in an impossible situation.

I was trying to uphold the law in a country where the law had become a negotiation rather than an absolute. I was trying to serve justice in a system where justice was subordinate to diplomatic considerations. I was trying to be a policeman in a nation that was no longer allowed to fully police itself.

The weight of foreign eyes was always upon us. We could feel their gaze, their judgment, their readiness to condemn. Every action we took was scrutinized. Every decision was questioned. Every assertion of Moroccan authority was a potential diplomatic incident.

This was the world I inhabited as I approached the greatest criminal investigation of my career. This was the context that would shape everything that followed—the arrest, the trial, the sentencing, the execution.

We were not free to simply pursue justice. We were actors on a stage, performing for an audience that had already decided we were barbaric, backward, unfit to govern ourselves.

And when we finally captured Hadj Mohammed Mesfewi, when we uncovered the full extent of his crimes, when we attempted to punish him according to our own laws—that audience would rise up in protest, forcing us to modify, to adjust, to compromise.

Until we could compromise no more.

Until we decided that our sovereignty, however diminished, however theoretical, still meant something.

Until we chose to execute justice in the most traditional, most brutal, most uncompromising way possible—not despite European objections, but because of them.

But that reckoning was still weeks away. In early April 1906, I was simply an inspector in an occupied country, trying to solve a mystery while the walls of our independence crumbled around me.

The foreign eyes that watched us would soon see something that would confirm all their worst assumptions about Moroccan barbarism.

But what they would fail to see was this: their own intervention would be partly responsible for the horror they witnessed.

The weight of foreign eyes does not merely observe. It shapes. It distorts. It forces.

And sometimes, when the weight becomes unbearable, something breaks.
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​Chapter 5: Patterns in the Shadows
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The human mind, I have learned, resists patterns it does not wish to see. We are capable of extraordinary feats of self-deception, of looking directly at evidence and dismissing it because accepting it would be too disturbing, too world-altering, too incompatible with our existing beliefs.
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