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​The Spectre of Varamin: Serial Killer - Hoshang Amini

Between 1954 and 1962, Hoshang Amini murdered sixty-seven people in Varamin and Tehran, becoming Iran's most prolific serial killer. Born in 1936 to poverty and abuse, Amini systematically targeted vulnerable street children, disposing of their bodies in abandoned qanat wells. Despite journalist Hassan Mehrabi documenting disappearances for eight years, police dismissed reports as runaways.

Amini was finally captured in March 1963 after a victim escaped, coinciding with a bicycle theft investigation. He confessed comprehensively, showing no remorse, claiming he was "purifying" society of corruption. His trial was swift—a predetermined performance of justice ending in public execution on December 14, 1963, in Toopkhaneh Square.

His final words—warning of "3,000 people like me in Tehran" and urging authorities to "find the cause"—were censored. The government systematically suppressed documentation, including twenty hours of prison interviews. Violinist Parviz Yahaghi, who befriended Amini, suffered psychological collapse and withdrew from public life.

Mehrabi's decades of documentation proved prophetic: at least five more serial killers emerged by 1975, exploiting identical systemic failures. The lesson remained unlearned—vulnerable children stayed unprotected, and society chose execution over prevention, repeating the cycle of predictable tragedy.
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​Chapter 1: The City at the Edge of Dreams
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​Tehran, April 1954

The dust arrived before I did.

I watched it through the rattling window of the bus from Tabriz—great orange clouds rolling across the Alborz foothills, turning the afternoon sun into a bronze coin pressed against muslin. This was my introduction to Tehran: a city that announced itself not with minarets or monuments, but with the grit of its own transformation scraping against the sky.

I was twenty-three years old, freshly graduated from the University of Tehran's journalism program, and returning to the capital after three years covering provincial news in Azerbaijan. My suitcase contained two spare shirts, a notebooks already half-filled with observations I thought profound, and a letter of employment from Ettelaat, one of the capital's leading dailies. My editor, Mr. Rouhani, had been characteristically terse in his telegram: "Report Monday. City desk. Don't be late. Don't be useless."

I intended to be neither.

The bus lurched into the southern terminal just as the call to prayer began echoing from a dozen mosques, each slightly out of synchronization with the others, creating a cascade of devotion that rolled across the city like waves. I shouldered my bag and stepped down into what I can only describe as organized chaos—a churning mass of humanity that seemed to be moving in every direction simultaneously while somehow avoiding collision through some collective choreography I had not yet learned.

"Taxi! Taxi to anywhere! Best price!"

"Porter! Strong back, honest hands!"

"Cigarettes! American cigarettes! English cigarettes!"

The voices crashed over me. I had lived in Tehran as a student, of course, but that had been in the insulated world of university dormitories and coffeehouses near the campus. This was different. This was the city at work, at hustle, at the business of becoming something it had not been before.

I hired a taxi—a battered Peugeot that looked like it had survived both world wars and perhaps several personal conflicts of its own—and gave the driver an address in the Lalezar district where I had arranged to rent a room.

"First time in Tehran?" the driver asked, catching my wide-eyed survey of the streets in his rearview mirror.

"Returning," I said. "But it's been three years."

He laughed, a sound like gravel in a can. "Three years? Agha, you are a first-timer. This city remakes itself every three months now. You'll see."

And I did see.

As we crawled through traffic—there seemed to be three times as many cars as there had been in 1951—I witnessed the collision of centuries happening in real-time on every block. A woman in full chador stepping carefully around a massive water pipe being installed by workers in modern overalls. A donkey cart loaded with melons stopped beside a gleaming Mercedes, its German driver looking bewildered. Ancient mud-brick walls crumbling to make way for concrete apartment blocks that shot up like square mushrooms after rain.

The Shah's modernization was not a metaphor. It was a physical force, loud with jackhammers and cement mixers, redrawing the map of the capital daily.

"Where are you from, agha?" the driver asked, lighting a cigarette without taking his hands off the wheel, a feat I found more impressive than I should have.

"Tabriz originally. But I've been working there as a journalist."

"Ah! A writer!" He said it with a mixture of respect and pity. "You've come to write about our progress, yes? About the Shah's great works? The new buildings, the new roads, the new Iran?"

There was something in his tone—not quite mockery, but not quite pride either. A studied neutrality that I would come to recognize as the default mode of Tehran's working class in those years. Say nothing that could be repeated. Commit to nothing that could be held against you.

"I write about whatever they assign me," I said carefully.

"Wise," he said, and spoke no more until we reached my destination.



The room I had rented was on the third floor of a building that leaned slightly to the east, as if trying to peer around the corner at something more interesting. My landlady, Mrs. Parvin, was a widow of indeterminate age who seemed to regard all tenants as either potential thieves or disappointing sons. I fell into the latter category, judging by the way she looked at my single suitcase.

"This is everything?"

"I travel light."

"Hmm." She handed me a key attached to a wooden block the size of a brick, presumably to prevent tenants from accidentally taking it with them. "No women. No noise after ten. No cooking in the room—you'll burn down my building. Breakfast is at seven, don't be late or you don't eat. Rent is due the first of the month, not the second, not the third, the first."

"Yes, khanum."

"And another thing—" She paused, studying me with eyes that had seen too many young men arrive in Tehran with dreams and leave with debts. "You're a journalist, the agency said."

"Yes, khanum."

"Then be careful what you write. These are complicated times." She said it simply, as if warning me about a loose step, then turned and descended the stairs with surprising speed, leaving me alone with my brick-key and my complicated times.

The room was small but clean: a narrow bed, a desk with a wobbly leg, a sink in the corner with a single tap that produced water of questionable provenance, and a window that looked out over a courtyard where someone's laundry hung like prayer flags in the still air. I unpacked my two shirts, arranged my notebooks on the desk, and sat on the bed to contemplate my new life as a metropolitan journalist.

Through the thin walls, I could hear my neighbors: a child crying, a couple arguing about money in voices carefully modulated to sound like ordinary conversation, someone practicing scales on a tar with more enthusiasm than skill. The sounds of people pressed together by economics, living parallel lives separated by plaster and privacy.

I pulled out my newest notebook and wrote my first Tehran entry:

April 14, 1954. Arrived. The city is a construction site. Everyone is building something or tearing something down. No one seems sure which is which.

I had no idea how prophetic those words would become.



Monday morning arrived with the smell of fresh bread from the bakery below and Mrs. Parvin's fist on my door.

"Breakfast! Five minutes or you starve!"

The meal was simple—bread, cheese, walnuts, tea so strong it could strip paint—served in a communal room where I met my fellow tenants. There was Ahmad, a civil servant in the Ministry of Roads who spoke exclusively in acronyms and bureaucratic passive voice; Reza, a medical student who looked like he hadn't slept since the previous autumn; and Javad, who claimed to be an import-export businessman but whose actual business remained mysterious and was probably meant to.

"New?" Javad asked, looking at me with the calculating friendliness of someone always seeking advantage.

"Journalist," I said. "Just started at Ettelaat."

"Ah! You should write about import regulations. Very interesting. Many problems. I could tell you stories—"

"He doesn't write about boring things," Reza interrupted, spreading cheese on his bread with the intensity of someone fueling for an exam. "He writes about... what? Crime? Politics? Culture?"

"Whatever they assign me," I said, repeating my new mantra.

"Wise," said Ahmad, and I realized the taxi driver and the bureaucrat had given me the same response. Perhaps wisdom in Tehran consisted primarily of not having opinions.

I finished quickly, thanked Mrs. Parvin, and set out for the newspaper office with an hour to spare. I've always been early. It's a trait that has served me well in journalism, though it has not always made me happy.

Ettelaat's offices were located in a building that seemed to perfectly embody the contradictions I'd observed: a traditional Persian facade grafted onto a modern steel frame, as if the architect couldn't decide which century he was building for and chose both. Inside, the newsroom hummed with the particular chaos of a daily paper—typewriters clattering, telephones ringing, voices shouting for copy boys, the acrid smell of cigarette smoke and printer's ink creating an atmosphere that felt more like a factory than an office.

I found Mr. Rouhani's desk by following the trail of discarded coffee cups and murdered cigarettes. He was a small man with large glasses that made him look perpetually startled, though I would learn he was rarely surprised by anything.

"Mehrabi?"

"Yes, sir."

"You're early. Unusual. Also foolish—never show employers you're willing to give free time. They'll take all of it." He stubbed out a cigarette and immediately lit another. "You did provincial news in Tabriz?"

"Yes, sir. Local government, some crime, agricultural reports—"

"Stop. I've read your clips. Competent but safe. Very safe. Too safe. Tabriz is safe. Tehran is not safe. Do you understand?"

"I... think so?"

"You don't. But you will." He pulled out a street map and unfolded it across his desk, covering what appeared to be three other assignments, two ashtrays, and someone's lunch. "You know the city?"

"I studied here. Three years ago."

"Then you don't know it. Look—" His nicotine-stained finger traced a boundary on the southern edge of the map. "This is Varamin. Twenty-five kilometers southeast of the capital. Used to be a village, now it's becoming a suburb. Rural people moving in, looking for work. Factory workers, laborers, the usual. But it's still separate, still its own place. You follow?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Because you're going there. I'm assigning you to cover the southern periphery. Not just Varamin—the whole southern belt. The places where the city meets the countryside and neither one quite knows what to do with the other."

I must have looked disappointed because he smiled without warmth.

"You wanted culture? Politics? The Shah's court? You're twenty-three and you smell like ambition and university. You'll write about poor people in peripheral neighborhoods, and you'll do it until you understand that they're not peripheral at all. They're the foundation. Everything else is just decoration." He folded up the map and handed it to me. "Start tomorrow. Talk to people. Find stories. Real stories, not press releases. And Mehrabi?"

"Yes, sir?"

"Don't write about how picturesque poverty is. Don't write about simple folk and their simple wisdom. Write about what's actually happening. Can you do that?"

"Yes, sir."

"We'll see. Dismissed."



I spent the rest of that first day at my assigned desk—a battered wooden affair that I shared with two other junior reporters who covered sanitation policy and theatrical reviews respectively—reading back issues and learning the rhythms of the paper. But my mind kept returning to Rouhani's assignment.

The southern periphery. Varamin.

That evening, I took a bus south just to see the place I'd be covering. The journey took forty minutes, the city gradually loosening its grip as we traveled, buildings becoming more scattered, paved roads becoming dust, modern streetlights giving way to older forms of illumination until we arrived in Varamin just as dusk was settling over the town like a shawl.

It was larger than I'd expected—not a village anymore, truly, but not yet a real suburb either. It existed in that uncertain space between definitions, a place in transition with all the discomfort that implied. I walked the main street as shops were closing, watching people move through their evening routines: men gathering at tea houses, women hurrying home with day's purchases, children playing a last game before darkness called them inside.

And the children—there were so many children. Some supervised, many not. Boys especially, ranging from perhaps six to sixteen, performing the small economies of street life: carrying packages, watching bicycles, selling newspapers and cigarettes, offering to shine shoes or run errands. The unofficial workforce of a growing town, filling gaps in an economy that hadn't yet organized itself into proper shape.

I stopped at a tea house and ordered a glass. The owner, a man with a spectacular mustache and suspicious eyes, served me in silence.

"I'm a journalist," I said, by way of explanation for my presence. "From Ettelaat in Tehran. I'll be covering this area."

"Covering what?" he asked.

"Life here. Development. Stories."

"Hmm." The same sound Mrs. Parvin had made. The same withholding of judgment. "Not much happens in Varamin. We work, we sleep, we pray. Not much story."

"Sometimes the quiet places are the most interesting," I said, though I didn't quite believe it.

"Sometimes quiet is good," he replied, and went back to cleaning glasses.

I finished my tea as night fell completely. The street emptied quickly—no one lingered after dark in Varamin, I noticed. The children disappeared. The town sealed itself against the night like a house shuttering its windows against a coming storm, though the sky was clear and the air was still.

I caught the last bus back to Tehran, watching Varamin recede into darkness behind me, and I wrote in my notebook:

April 15, 1954. Varamin. A town in transition. Many children working the streets. People wary of outsiders, especially journalists. Note: unusual how quickly everything closes after dark. Why?

I didn't know that I had just written the first line in a story that would take nine years to unfold, would claim sixty-seven lives, and would haunt me for the rest of my days.

All I knew that night was that I had an assignment, a new beat, and the ambition to prove myself worthy of something larger.

The dust had settled when I arrived in Tehran that April morning.

But the ghost had already begun his work.
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​Chapter 2: The Mothers Who Stopped Sleeping
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​Varamin, May–November 1954

The first mother I met who had stopped sleeping was named Fatemeh Hosseini.

I didn't seek her out—not initially. I encountered her the way one encounters most truth in journalism: accidentally, while looking for something else entirely.

It was late May, six weeks into my assignment covering the southern periphery, and I had been pursuing what I thought would be a straightforward human-interest piece about the traditional carpet weavers of Varamin adapting to new market demands from Tehran. Mrs. Hosseini operated a small workshop from her home, employing three other women and two children—her own daughter and her nephew—in the intricate labor of knotting wool into geometric patterns that had remained unchanged for centuries.

The article practically wrote itself: tradition meeting modernity, ancient crafts surviving in an age of factories, the resilient spirit of Iranian artisans. Exactly the kind of safe, uplifting story that would satisfy my editor's demand for "real stories" while offending no one and challenging nothing.

I arrived at her home on a Thursday morning, notebook ready, questions prepared. She answered the door with the wariness I had come to expect from Varamin residents when faced with journalists, but she let me in, offered tea, and showed me the workshop—a converted stable behind her modest house where the looms stood like wooden skeletons, half-dressed in wool.

The interview proceeded normally for perhaps twenty minutes. She spoke about the quality of dyes, the training of young fingers, the preferences of Tehran buyers. Her daughter, maybe ten years old, worked quietly at a small loom, her hands moving with the mechanical precision of long practice. The nephew was absent.

"And your nephew?" I asked, noting the empty stool. "Does he also work in the afternoons?"

The change in her face was instantaneous—like a lamp being extinguished behind skin.

"My nephew is gone," she said quietly.

"Gone? To another job?"

"Gone." The word fell between us like a stone into deep water. "Since March. He was twelve years old. He went to deliver a carpet to a merchant near the terminal and he never came home."

I set down my teacup carefully. "Did you report this to the police?"

She laughed—a sound without any humor in it whatsoever. "Of course. I reported it. His mother reported it. His father went to the station every day for two weeks. The police said he probably ran away to Tehran. Said boys do that. They said to wait, he would come back when he got hungry or tired of the city."

"But you don't think he ran away."

"No." She looked at her daughter, still knotting wool with small, careful hands. "Reza was a good boy. Responsible. He knew his mother needed his wages. He would not run away." She paused. "And he was not the only one."

The hairs on my neck stood up—that physical response journalists learn to trust when a story is revealing itself to be larger than anticipated.

"Not the only one?" I repeated carefully.

She hesitated, glancing again at her daughter, then stood abruptly. "Come outside. We shouldn't speak of such things in front of the children."



We stood in her small courtyard, where herbs grew in clay pots and a pomegranate tree provided sparse shade against the climbing sun. Mrs. Hosseini lit a cigarette with shaking hands—a gesture that seemed uncharacteristic for her, desperate.

"How many?" I asked quietly.

"I know of four," she said. "Four boys who have disappeared since the beginning of this year. All between ten and fourteen. All working children—street vendors, porters, errand runners. All vanished completely."

"And the police?"

"The police say they ran away. The police say that Varamin boys go to Tehran looking for better wages and forget to tell their mothers. The police say many things that make them not have to do anything." She took a long drag on her cigarette. "But we talk, the mothers. We know our children. They did not run away."

I was writing now, my notebook open, pencil moving rapidly. "Can you give me their names?"

She recited them like a prayer: "Reza Ahmadi, my nephew. Ali Moradi, thirteen. Hassan Karimi, eleven. Mahmoud Sadeghi, ten."

Four boys. Four families. Four sets of parents experiencing the particular hell of not knowing, which I would later learn is worse than almost any knowledge, no matter how terrible.

"Mrs. Hosseini, I'd like to speak with the other families. Would you—"

"No." She said it firmly, grinding out the cigarette under her heel. "You cannot write about this."

"But—"

"Listen to me." She stepped closer, her voice low and urgent. "If you write about missing children, you will cause panic. The police will be angry. The authorities will say you are creating problems where none exist. And the families—" She stopped, choosing her words carefully. "The families still have hope. If you write that their children are not runaways but something worse, you kill that hope. And maybe you are wrong. Maybe the police are right. Maybe these boys did go to Tehran and will come back ashamed and hungry, and then we will all feel foolish for worrying."

"But you don't believe that."

"What I believe doesn't matter. What you can prove matters. Can you prove anything?"

I looked down at my notebook, at the four names written there in my careful script. "No," I admitted. "I can't prove anything."

"Then you will not write anything. Not yet. Not until you know." She softened slightly. "You seem like a good young man. An honest journalist, maybe. We have few of those. So I will ask you something: look into this quietly. Talk to people. Find out if I am a hysterical woman seeing monsters in shadows, or if there is something real happening in Varamin. But do not write until you know. Do you understand?"

I understood. More than that, I agreed with her, though it frustrated the ambitious part of me that saw a potential story of significance. But journalism without responsibility is just gossip with a byline, and even at twenty-three I knew that much.

"I'll look into it," I promised. "Quietly."

She nodded, satisfied, and we returned inside to finish the interview about carpet weaving, though both of us knew that the real conversation had happened in the courtyard, not the workshop.

I never wrote the article about traditional crafts adapting to modern markets.

Instead, I began investigating something far darker.



Over the following weeks, I made it my practice to spend at least two days per week in Varamin, ostensibly covering various assignments—a new school opening, water infrastructure projects, agricultural cooperatives—but actually conducting a parallel investigation into Mrs. Hosseini's claims.

I started with the police station, a squat concrete building that looked like it had been constructed to withstand siege rather than serve the public. The duty officer, Sergeant Rahbar, was a thick-necked man with the bearing of someone who had learned his profession during a harsher era and saw no reason to update his methods.

"Missing children?" He shuffled through papers on his desk with performative boredom. "We get reports. Boys run away. It happens."

"How many reports this year?"

"I don't have exact numbers."

"Approximately?"

He squinted at me with undisguised annoyance. "You're that journalist from Tehran. The one asking questions."

Word traveled fast in small towns. "I'm covering the area, yes. I'm interested in social issues affecting—"

"Social issues." He snorted. "Let me give you a social issue: poor families have too many children. They can't feed them all. Boys get restless, hear stories about Tehran, about wages, about opportunities. They run away. They always come back eventually, or they don't. Either way, it's not police business unless there's evidence of a crime."

"What about the families who say their children wouldn't run away?"

"All mothers say that. No mother wants to admit her son ran away because home wasn't good enough." He leaned back in his chair, which creaked under his weight. "Look, agha, I understand you need stories for your newspaper. But don't create problems where none exist. Varamin is a quiet town. We want to keep it that way."

There it was again—that insistence on quiet, on the absence of problems, as if acknowledging difficulty would somehow conjure it into being.

"How many boys have been reported missing this year?" I pressed.

He stared at me for a long moment, then said: "I think this interview is finished."

I was escorted out by a younger officer who had the decency to look embarrassed.



With the police offering nothing but obstruction, I turned to the families themselves.

This required delicacy. Mrs. Hosseini had been right about hope—these families existed in a state of suspended grief, not quite mourning because mourning would mean accepting the worst, but unable to resume normal life because normal life required the presence of their children. They existed in purgatory, and I was asking them to revisit their pain for my notebook.

I approached each family carefully, usually through intermediaries—a shopkeeper who knew them, a neighbor who trusted me, a cousin who vouched for my intentions. I made it clear that I wasn't writing anything yet, that I was simply trying to understand what was happening, that I would respect their privacy.

Most agreed to speak with me, though the conversations were among the most difficult I've ever conducted.



Ali Moradi's parents lived in a small house near the eastern edge of town. His father worked as a day laborer in the construction boom, his mother took in washing. Ali had been their eldest, thirteen years old, working as a porter at the bus terminal to supplement the family income.

"He was so proud of his wages," his mother told me, tears streaming down her face while her hands continued folding laundry—the body's insistence on routine even when the mind is breaking. "Every Thursday he would give me his earnings and tell me how much he'd made. He wanted to save enough to buy his father a proper coat for winter."

"When did he disappear?"

"April seventh. A Wednesday. He left in the morning for the terminal, said he would be home by sunset. He never came." She pressed a folded shirt against her chest. "The police say he probably got on a bus to Tehran. But his father went to every terminal in Tehran, showed his photograph to every driver, every porter, every tea seller. No one had seen him."

"Did Ali have friends who might know something?"

"We asked everyone. His friends, the other boys at the terminal, the merchants. No one saw anything. He simply vanished, like..." She struggled for the metaphor. "Like smoke."

Her husband, sitting silently in the corner, finally spoke: "The police say we should accept he's gone. They say that maybe he is living a new life in Tehran, that maybe he doesn't want to be found. But I know my son. He would never abandon his mother. Something happened to him. Something bad."

"Are you afraid?" I asked.

"Every moment," the mother whispered. "But afraid of what? A person? A djinn? An accident? How do you protect your other children when you don't know what you're protecting them from?"



Hassan Karimi, eleven years old, had been the youngest. He sold newspapers near the main square, always in the same spot, always from dawn until noon when the papers ran out.

His aunt—his parents were too devastated to speak with me—described him as small for his age but with a voice that could carry across the square. "Like a little rooster," she said with a sad smile. "Calling out headlines. People bought papers from him because they liked his voice."

He had disappeared on a Saturday in late May. He'd sold all his papers by mid-morning, which was unusual, and told another newspaper boy he was going to see if he could get more copies from the distributor. He never returned. The distributor said Hassan never arrived.

"Six hours," his aunt said. "It takes six hours to walk from the square to the distributor and back. Hassan vanished somewhere in those six hours, in broad daylight, in a town where everyone knows everyone. How is that possible?"

I had no answer.



Mahmoud Sadeghi, ten years old, had been the son of a widow. His father had died in a construction accident two years prior, leaving his mother with four children to feed on a pension that barely covered rent.

Mahmoud had worked as a shoe-shine boy, operating from a wooden box he'd built himself, decorated with painted flowers that his mother said he'd copied from a magazine picture. He'd been intensely proud of that box.

"He kept it so clean," his mother told me. We were sitting in her small room—she couldn't afford a house after her husband's death, just a room in a communal building where six families shared a kitchen and a toilet. "Every night he would polish the box, organize his brushes, count his coins. He was so careful with money. He understood we needed every rial."

"When did he disappear?"

"March twentieth. The day before Nowruz." She said the date with particular bitterness—he had vanished on the eve of the Persian New Year, the celebration of renewal and family. "He said he would make good money that day, everyone getting their shoes shined for the holiday. He left early, very excited. By afternoon I started to worry. By evening I was running through the streets screaming his name."

"And the police?"

"Said he probably went to join the Nowruz celebrations in Tehran. Said that boys are drawn to festivals and crowds. But Mahmoud's shoe-shine box was still at his usual spot in the square. No boy leaves his livelihood behind. That box was worth more to him than anything."

She reached under her bed and pulled out the painted wooden box, still containing brushes and tins of polish. "I kept it," she said. "For when he comes home. He'll need it to work."

The use of "when" rather than "if" broke something in my chest.



I spent three months conducting these quiet interviews, building a picture of four missing boys who shared certain characteristics: all were working children, all from poor families, all had disappeared during daytime hours in public areas, all had simply evaporated without witness or trace.

And the more I investigated, the more I heard whispers of others.

A boy from two years ago. Another from the year before that. Not many—perhaps one or two per year—but enough to establish a pattern if anyone had been looking for patterns. The police hadn't been looking. The authorities hadn't been looking. Even the families, isolated in their individual griefs, hadn't realized they were part of a larger tragedy.

I was beginning to realize it.

But I still had no proof of anything except absence. Missing children could mean many things: runaways, accidents, drownings in irrigation canals, simple tragedies multiplied by poverty. I had suspicion but not evidence, fear but not facts.

I went to Rouhani with what I had in August, four months into my investigation.



His office had not improved with summer—it was hotter now, the cigarette smoke thicker, the coffee cups more numerous and ancient.

"Missing children in Varamin," he said after I'd laid out my findings. "Four confirmed this year, possibly more in previous years. All boys, all working children, all simply vanishing."

"Yes, sir."

"And the police say they're runaways."

"Yes, sir."

"And you believe otherwise because...?"

"Because their families are credible. Because these boys had no reason to run. Because they left behind their belongings, their earnings, their obligations. Because—"

"Because you have a feeling." He lit another cigarette. "Do you know what I can't publish, Mehrabi? Feelings. Do you know what creates panic without purpose? Unsubstantiated suggestions that something sinister is happening. Do you know what gets journalists fired and possibly arrested? Writing articles that accuse police of incompetence without proof."

I felt my stomach sink. "So you won't let me write it."

"I didn't say that." He leaned forward. "I said you can't write it yet. You need more. You need one of three things: a body, a witness, or a pattern so undeniable that even the police can't ignore it. Can you get me any of those?"

"I don't know."

"Then keep investigating. Quietly. I'll give you the time. But Mehrabi—" He fixed me with a look that was almost paternal, though not quite warm enough for that. "Be careful. If something is actually happening in Varamin, then you're asking questions about something dangerous. And if nothing is happening, then you're disturbing the grief of families who need peace. Either way, tread carefully."

"Yes, sir."

"And keep filing your other stories. I need copy about the southern periphery that's actually publishable. Can you do that?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Dismissed."



I continued filing safe stories throughout the fall: articles about new bus routes connecting Varamin to Tehran, about a medical clinic opening in the area, about local merchants forming a cooperative. Stories that satisfied the paper's needs while I conducted my parallel investigation into something darker.

But the pattern continued.

In September, another boy disappeared—Javad Rezaei, twelve, who worked as a bicycle messenger. He left to deliver a package to a merchant on the edge of town and simply never arrived. The bicycle was found abandoned near an irrigation canal, but no body, no witness, no explanation.

I added his name to my list.

In October, I began hearing whispers of something new: not just missing boys, but rumors of something people were calling "the child-eater."

I first heard the term at a tea house, spoken in hushed tones by two farmers who didn't know I was a journalist. They were discussing whether to let their sons continue working in town or keep them home on the farms.

"Something is taking them," one said. "Maybe a djinn. Maybe something worse."

"Don't talk foolishness," the other replied, but without conviction.

"Then what? Five boys this year, six if you count the Rezaei boy. That's not normal. That's not boys running away. Something is taking them."

I approached them carefully, introduced myself, asked them to elaborate. They clammed up immediately—the presence of a journalist, of official documentation, made the supernatural explanation seem foolish in the light of day. But the term stuck with me: the child-eater.

Varamin was beginning to develop its own mythology to explain what neither the police nor rational investigation could explain. The town was telling itself ghost stories because ghost stories, at least, provided an explanation. Ghosts could be warded against. Evil spirits could be named and thus controlled.

Human predators were harder to accept.



By November, I had the names of seven missing boys from the past year alone. Seven families who had stopped sleeping, who left lamps burning in windows hoping to guide lost children home, who jumped at every knock on their doors and died a little when it wasn't the knock they prayed for.

I had interviewed sixteen witnesses who had seen nothing. I had documented the police's systematic dismissal of every report. I had mapped the disappearances—they clustered in specific areas of town, particularly near the terminal and the main market square where working children congregated.

What I didn't have was proof of anything except systematic absence and official indifference.

I remember one night in November, sitting in my rented room in Tehran, my notebooks spread across the desk, trying to find the pattern that would make sense of the pattern. Mrs. Parvin knocked on my door to complain that my lamp was keeping her awake—it was past midnight, and I hadn't noticed.

"What are you working on that's so important you forget sleep?" she asked.

"Missing children," I said without thinking.

Her expression changed. "That's not something to joke about."

"I'm not joking. In Varamin. Seven boys this year."

She was quiet for a long moment, then said: "Be careful, agha. Some stories eat the people who try to tell them."

She left, and I sat there wondering if she was right. Wondering if I was pursuing truth or courting obsession. Wondering if the families were right to hope or if I was documenting the early chapters of something monstrous that I didn't yet have the context to understand.

I wrote in my journal that night:

November 28, 1954. Seven missing boys. No bodies. No witnesses. No evidence. Just absence and grief and a growing certainty that something is very wrong in Varamin. The police won't act. The authorities won't listen. The families can't sleep. And I have no idea what to do with any of this except keep documenting and hope that eventually the documentation itself becomes undeniable.

Mrs. Hosseini was right: I can't prove anything. But I'm beginning to believe everything.

I closed my notebook and finally turned off my lamp, but like the mothers in Varamin, I found that sleep didn't come easily anymore.

The questions kept me awake: Where were the boys? What had happened to them? And was it still happening, even now, while I lay in my comfortable room in Tehran, notebook full of names but empty of answers?

I didn't know then that the answer to that last question was yes.

He was still working, still hunting, still adding to the count that would eventually reach sixty-seven.

And I wouldn't know for another eight years.
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​Chapter 3: The Qanat Wells Keep Their Secrets
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​Varamin, December 1954–March 1955

I first descended into a qanat well on a cold morning in December, and I remember thinking how much it resembled a throat—the narrow shaft opening to darkness, the rough stone walls closing in like the contracting muscles of some geological esophagus, the sense that I was being swallowed by the earth itself.

I had not gone seeking the qanats. They found me, the way certain images in an investigation eventually assert themselves as central even when you don't yet understand why.

It started with water.



In early December, I was assigned to write a feature on Varamin's agricultural infrastructure—the kind of technical piece that would bore most readers but satisfied the paper's mandate to cover development in the southern periphery. The focus was irrigation: how ancient systems were being modernized, how water management was improving crop yields, how progress was literally flowing into the region.

The source I was referred to was an elderly engineer named Mr. Kaviani, who had spent forty years managing Varamin's water systems and who, I was told, could speak for hours about the subject if not carefully monitored.

This turned out to be accurate.

I met him at the offices of the regional water authority—a building that seemed constructed entirely of filing cabinets held together by bureaucracy and dust. Mr. Kaviani was seventy if he was a day, with the weathered face of someone who had spent most of his life outdoors and the precise vocabulary of someone who had spent the rest of it writing reports.

"So you want to know about water," he said, settling into his chair with the satisfaction of an expert about to educate the ignorant. "In Varamin, this means you want to know about the qanats."

I nodded, pencil ready, though I had only the vaguest notion of what qanats were.

He must have seen my ignorance because he smiled. "You're from Tehran, yes?"

"Originally Tabriz, but yes, working in Tehran now."

"Then you use water without thinking about it. You turn a tap, water appears. Magic." He said the word with gentle mockery. "But here, water doesn't appear. It must be coaxed from the earth through systems that are older than Islam, older than Persia, perhaps older than written history itself."

He stood and unrolled a large map across his desk, its edges brown with age, its surface marked with complex notations in several different hands spanning what appeared to be decades.

"The qanat system," he announced with something approaching reverence.

What I saw was a spiderweb of lines spreading beneath Varamin and the surrounding region—dozens of tunnels, all connected to vertical shafts, all flowing toward the town and the agricultural areas around it.

"A qanat," he explained, "is an underground aqueduct. You find a source of water in the foothills—snowmelt, underground springs—and you dig a tunnel to bring it to where it's needed. But because the tunnel is underground, sometimes kilometers long, you need vertical access shafts for construction, maintenance, and ventilation. These shafts—" he pointed to the dots marking the map like a geometric rash "—they appear on the surface as wells."

"How many are there?"

"In the Varamin system? Perhaps three hundred wells across maybe fifty different qanat tunnels. Some are still in active use. Some were abandoned decades or even centuries ago. Some are maintained, some are forgotten. The system is like a living thing—growing, dying, being reborn according to need."

He traced one qanat line with his finger, showing how it originated in the foothills southeast of town and ran for several kilometers before feeding into an irrigation channel near the town center.

"It's magnificent engineering," he continued. "No pumps needed—just gravity and geometry. The tunnel slopes gently downward, perhaps one meter drop per thousand meters of length. Water flows naturally from source to destination. Maintenance workers can enter through the wells, descend into the tunnel, and travel underground from shaft to shaft. An entire network of passages beneath the town."

Something cold touched the base of my spine.

"These tunnels," I said carefully. "A person could walk through them?"

"Of course. That's how they're maintained. Though you wouldn't want to unless you knew the system. Easy to get lost in the darkness. Many tunnels branch, intersect, connect to other qanats. It's a labyrinth down there."

"And the wells—they're open? Accessible?"

"Some are. The active ones are usually covered, grated, secured. But the abandoned ones?" He shrugged. "Many are just holes in the ground. Sometimes covered with old boards that rot through. Sometimes forgotten entirely. Children are told to stay away from them, of course. A fall down a qanat well can be fatal—they're deep, perhaps twenty or thirty meters to the water level. And the tunnels at the bottom..." He shook his head. "Dark. Cold. Easy to die from exposure even if the fall doesn't kill you."

My hand had stopped taking notes. "Do children ever fall in?"

"Sometimes. Not often—they're taught the danger from young age. But occasionally an accident happens. Usually the body is recovered within a few days." He paused, noticing my expression. "You look troubled, agha. This is morbid talk for an article about irrigation."

"Mr. Kaviani, have there been any reports of children falling into qanat wells in the past year?"

"No, not that I recall. Why do you ask?"

I chose my words carefully. "I've been investigating some missing children cases in Varamin. Seven boys who've disappeared this year. No bodies have been found. I'm wondering if accidents in the qanat system might explain—"

"No." He said it firmly. "If a child fell into an active well, we would know immediately. The water flow would change, would be contaminated. If a child fell into an abandoned well, someone would hear the cries, would see the disturbance at the surface. These are not isolated wells in the wilderness—they're throughout populated areas. Accidents do happen, but they're discovered."

"What about wells that are truly forgotten? Ones that aren't on your maps?"

He frowned. "The system is old. It's possible there are wells that have been lost to documentation, especially in the outlying areas. But unlikely in town itself. Why are you pursuing this line of thinking?"

"Because seven boys have vanished without trace," I said. "And you've just described to me a system of hidden passages and deep holes spread throughout the entire region. It seems relevant."

He was quiet for a moment, then rolled up his map with deliberate care. "I hope you are wrong in your suspicions, agha. The qanats are life for Varamin—they bring water, growth, sustenance. To think of them as graves..." He shook his head. "That would be a desecration of something sacred."

"Can you show me one? A qanat well?"

"Why?"

"Because I need to understand what I'm writing about. Whether I'm writing about irrigation or about missing children, I should see the system myself."

He studied me with eyes that had seen much in seventy years and had learned to recognize determination when they saw it. "Very well. Tomorrow morning. Dress warmly and wear boots you don't mind ruining. Descending into a qanat is not a clean endeavor."



That night, I returned to my notebooks and reviewed everything I had documented about the seven missing boys. I pulled out the map of Varamin that Rouhani had given me on my first day and began marking the locations where each boy was last seen:


●  Reza Ahmadi (March): Last seen near the bus terminal, eastern side of town.

●  Mahmoud Sadeghi (March): Last seen at his shoe-shine spot in the main square.

●  Ali Moradi (April): Last seen leaving for the bus terminal.

●  Hassan Karimi (May): Disappeared between the main square and the distributor's office, northern road.

●  Javad Rezaei (September): His bicycle found near an irrigation canal, southeastern periphery.



Then I laid Mr. Kaviani's map of the qanat system next to my own map of disappearances.

Even in the lamplight of my small room, the correlation was visible. Every single disappearance occurred within two hundred meters of a qanat well.

It could have been coincidence—the qanat wells were everywhere, so nearly any location in Varamin would be near one. But the precision of it troubled me. The bus terminal: three wells within a hundred meters. The main square: two wells, both supposedly sealed but old enough that the seals might have failed. The northern road: a line of abandoned wells marking an obsolete qanat that had been replaced by a newer tunnel.

I wrote in my journal:

December 15, 1954. Possible connection between missing boys and qanat system. Wells provide: 1) Concealment—bodies could be hidden in tunnels where no one would think to look. 2) Access—a person familiar with the system could move through town unseen underground. 3) Disposal—deep shafts and flowing water could carry away evidence.

This is speculation. Possibly paranoid speculation. But tomorrow I descend into the system and will at least understand the physical reality of what I'm theorizing.

I didn't sleep well that night. When I did sleep, I dreamed of narrow tunnels and the sound of water moving through darkness and the echo of children's voices calling from depths I couldn't see.



Mr. Kaviani met me at dawn near an active qanat well on the eastern edge of Varamin. The well itself was marked by a small stone structure built around it—a simple shelter, open-sided, with a wooden winch mounted above the shaft for lowering equipment.

"This is one of our maintained wells," he explained. "Part of the main qanat serving the eastern agricultural zone. The tunnel is in good condition, regularly inspected. A good place for your first descent."

He had brought an assistant, a younger man named Hossein who had the compact build and casual fearlessness of someone who descended into holes in the earth regularly. Between them, they had ropes, oil lamps, a canvas bag of tools, and an air of professional competence that I found simultaneously reassuring and terrifying.

"The descent is simple," Mr. Kaviani said, demonstrating the rope harness. "You sit in the loop, we lower you with the winch. At the bottom, you step free. The tunnel is tall enough to stand in most places, though you may need to duck occasionally. The water flows—" he pointed eastward "—from that direction, about ankle deep in this section. You can walk against the current for perhaps fifty meters before you reach a junction. We won't go further than that on your first visit."

"And you?" I asked, trying not to sound as nervous as I felt.

"I'm seventy years old and my knees are older than that. Hossein will accompany you. He knows this section well. You'll be safe."

Safe. The word felt optimistic.

Hossein tested the winch, checked the rope, and then settled into the harness with the ease of long practice. "Watch how it's done," he called, and then he was descending, spinning slowly as the winch unwound, his lamp making his shadow dance on the walls of the shaft until both man and light disappeared into darkness below.

A minute later, his voice echoed up from the depths: "Bottom! Send the journalist!"

I had descended into many things in my brief career—basements, construction sites, a grain silo once—but none of them had affected me like the descent into that qanat well.

The shaft was perhaps a meter wide, circular, lined with ancient stones that had been placed with such precision that barely any mortar was needed. As I descended, spinning gently on the rope, I could see the strata of history in the walls—different building techniques marking different eras of repair and renovation. The shaft went down, and down, and down, the circle of daylight above becoming smaller until it was just a coin of brightness in an ocean of darkness.

Then the rope stopped, my feet touched water, and Hossein's lamp illuminated my new reality.



The tunnel was extraordinary.

It was perhaps two meters tall and a meter and a half wide, carved through earth and stone with a precision that seemed impossible for the technology available when these tunnels were first dug. The walls were smooth, the ceiling gently arched, the floor covered in perhaps twenty centimeters of flowing water that was numbingly cold even through my boots.

Hossein held his lamp high, and I could see the tunnel extending in both directions—upstream and downstream—until the darkness swallowed the light. The sound was what struck me most: the constant whisper of water moving through stone, echoing in ways that made it impossible to judge distance or direction. It was like being inside an enormous, living thing—the circulatory system of the earth itself.

"This way," Hossein said, heading upstream against the current. "Stay close. Watch your head."

We walked perhaps thirty meters, the lamp casting wild shadows that turned every irregularity in the walls into something grotesque and reaching. The water was so clear I could see every pebble on the floor, every trace of algae on the lower walls where the flow kept them wet. The air was cold and damp but not stale—the ventilation shafts every hundred meters or so ensured circulation.

"There," Hossein said, stopping and pointing upward.

Another shaft, this one without a winch, just a dark circle in the ceiling perhaps fifteen meters above us. A small amount of light filtered down—either daylight or reflection of daylight, I couldn't tell.

"That's a maintenance access," he explained. "Not used regularly anymore, but still open to the surface. If you knew the system, you could lower yourself down on a rope, walk through the tunnels, and emerge from a different well entirely. Useful for maintenance workers. Also useful for anyone who wanted to move through the area unseen."

The implication hung in the cold air between us.

"Could you travel far through these tunnels?" I asked.

"Depends on the system. This qanat runs for about three kilometers. At various points it connects to other, older tunnels that are no longer in active use. Those tunnels branch, intersect, form a network. A person who knew the system well could potentially travel under most of Varamin without ever surfacing."

"And if you didn't know the system?"

"You'd get lost. Die of exposure probably. The tunnels all look the same in darkness, and the water flow isn't always obvious. Without a map and experience, you'd wander until your lamp went out, then wander in darkness until you died."

"Has anyone ever gotten lost down here?"

"Maintenance workers, occasionally, decades ago. Always found eventually, sometimes alive, sometimes not. But it's been years since anyone died in the system. We're careful now. We work in pairs, we mark our routes, we have safety protocols."

I looked up at the distant circle of dim light, then down at the water flowing past my feet, then into the darkness that extended in both directions beyond our lamp's reach. I thought about seven missing boys. I thought about deep shafts and underground passages. I thought about how much space there was down here to hide things that shouldn't be found.

"Hossein, if someone wanted to dispose of a body in this system, would it be possible?"

His face in the lamplight was difficult to read, but his voice was steady. "You're asking about the missing children."

"Yes."

"Mr. Kaviani said you might ask that." He paused, choosing his words. "Yes, it would be possible. Drop a body down an abandoned shaft, it lands in a tunnel where no one goes anymore. The water might carry it, or it might catch on rocks, or it might simply stay there until it decays to bone and the bone breaks down to nothing. The tunnels are dark. Maintenance workers go where water flow is active, where problems occur. Abandoned sections might not be inspected for years."

"So evidence could remain hidden indefinitely."

"If someone knew which wells to use, yes. But that person would need detailed knowledge of the system—which tunnels are maintained, which aren't, which wells are watched, which are forgotten."

"Who has that knowledge?"

"Water authority workers. Engineers. Some of the old-time farmers whose families have been here for generations. Anyone who's worked maintenance on the system for years." He looked at me directly. "Are you saying you think someone is using our qanats as graves?"

"I don't know what I'm saying yet. I'm trying to understand what's possible."

"Many terrible things are possible, agha. The question is what's probable." He turned back toward the entrance shaft. "We should go up. You've seen enough for your article, I think."



The ascent was easier than the descent—the harness took my weight, the winch lifted me steadily, and within minutes I was back in the world of sunlight and open air, though the cold damp seemed to have soaked into my bones and wouldn't shake free.

Mr. Kaviani helped me out of the harness. "Well? What did you think of our engineering?"

"Impressive," I said honestly. "And troubling."

"You're still pursuing your theory about the missing children."

"After seeing what I just saw, yes. Those tunnels could hide anything. Could hide everything."

He was quiet for a long moment, then said: "I've lived in Varamin for fifty years. I've maintained these qanats for most of my working life. They are not evil things, agha. They are tools—neutral, neither good nor wicked. A tunnel is a tunnel. A well is a well. If someone is using them for evil purposes, that's a human problem, not a problem with the qanats themselves."

"I understand that. But—"

"But you're going to write about them anyway. You're going to make people afraid of the very systems that keep them alive." He sighed. "I suppose I can't stop you. But I ask you to be careful with your words. Fear is a powerful thing, and once released, it's difficult to contain."

"I won't write anything until I have proof," I promised. "But I need to know: if someone wanted to search the abandoned sections of the qanat system for evidence, could it be done?"

"Could it be done? Technically, yes. Should it be done? That would require authorization from the water authority, probably from the police, definitely from the regional governor. It would require teams of workers, equipment, time, money. It would be a major operation."

"Would the authorities approve it?"

"On what grounds? The suspicion of a journalist? The grief of some families? The correlation between wells and disappearances that might be pure coincidence?" He shook his head. "They would ask you the same thing I'm asking: where is your proof?"

And there it was again—the same wall I kept hitting. Suspicion wasn't enough. Correlation wasn't enough. Theory wasn't enough. Without a body, without a witness, without something undeniably concrete, I had nothing that would compel action.

I thanked him for his time and his patience. He gave me several technical documents about the qanat system for my irrigation article, then watched with sad, knowing eyes as I walked away, my boots still wet from underground water, my mind churning with dark possibilities.



Over the following weeks, I became quietly obsessed with the qanat system. I collected maps—some from the water authority, some from old municipal records, some hand-drawn by farmers who had spent lifetimes learning where the wells were located. I marked every known shaft on my map of Varamin, then compared it against my map of disappearances.

The correlation remained.

I walked the town systematically, finding the wells—some marked and maintained, some sealed with concrete caps, some just holes in the ground covered with rotting wood or rusted grates. I counted thirty-seven wells within the town limits of Varamin itself, and perhaps twice that many in the immediate surrounding area.
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