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PROLOGUE

Iraq 2014

A Farm in the Countryside

The enormous wheels of a truck at a standstill emerge
from the thick fog. At the back of the truck, a group of armed men,
all dressed in black, wave their weapons and shout orders in
Arabic.

A group of women and children appear from under the
tarp that covers the flatbed of the truck. The men order them to
jump. The women push the children aside and jump. The men do
nothing to help them. On the contrary, they greet them with
insults, make vulgar comments, lift their skirts, or rip off their
clothes with jeering laughter. The women who fall on the ground are
kicked and beaten with rifle butts. They quickly stand up again,
bruised and half-naked.

When the one who is in charge sees that his men
harass women who wear a hijab, he shouts:

LEADER

Leave these women alone. They will be the mothers of
your children. With the others, you can do whatever you want, until
they’re sold.

It is now the turn of the children to jump off the
truck. The women try to help them by catching them into their arms,
but the men push them brutally away. Terrorized, the children
scream. The orders and insults that burst from all sides only add
to their panic.

The leader notices that one woman whose head is
covered with a scarf is pregnant. He asks one of his men:

LEADER

Sexual intercourse with a pregnant slave is
forbidden. Take her away, I don’t want my men to become sullied and
unclean.

The man walks away with the woman. A shot is heard,
and he comes back, alone.

When the truck is empty, the men separate the boys
from the girls and the women wearing a hijab from the ones who
don’t. Veiled women are obviously treated with respect.

The fog clears up. Buildings bound the courtyard on
three of its sides, a high wall and a gate closing the fourth
one.

Veiled women and boys are taken to the main body of
the farm. The other women are pushed towards the stalls on the
left. The men who escort them have already set their sights on the
one they want to take first, and do nothing to hide their
intentions and excitement. The leader smiles at their frenzy.

As for the girls, they are hurried in the direction
of the huge barn to the right. Suddenly, one of them escapes and
runs towards her mother shouting:

GIRL

Mama! Mama!

Without hesitation, a guard points his gun at her and
shoots. The girl collapses. Her mother faints. The screams and
cries have suddenly stopped; everyone is in shock. A guard points
his gun at the mother lying on the ground, but the other women
swiftly take her by the arms and drag her on the ground towards the
stalls.

Aghast, the girls are pushed inside the barn. The
bright luminosity that reigns in the courtyard makes the obscurity
inside the barn even more terrifying. Panic sets in when the
massive metallic doors close behind them with a deafening
sound.

A Few Weeks Later

Around the farm, the rural landscape seems very
peaceful. Nothing is moving.

Suddenly, shots break the silence.

Peshmerga soldiers in light-colored army fatigues are
in ambush on each side of the gate and of a large shell hole in the
wall. They exchange fire with the men in black who occupy the
farm.

After the last shots are heard, the commandant of the
Peshmergas signals to his men to enter the courtyard and
disperse.

The corpses of men in black litter the ground of the
courtyard. The Peshmergas spread to cover all the buildings. A few
of them take position on both sides of the doors that give access
to the different parts of the farm. They wait. The silence is
oppressive.

On a sign of their commandant, the men break open the
doors and enter the three buildings. One shot is fired in the
living quarters and everything becomes silent again.

After a few minutes, the captives escorted by the
Peshmergas come out of the three buildings and gather in the
courtyard.

A dozen women come out of the main body of the farm.
They are all wearing a black niqab. Only their eyes are visible.
None of them seem to bear discernible marks of violence or abuse.
Two of them carry babies in their arms.

They walk with their heads down. A few of them are
crying. One of them sees a fighter lying on the pavement and rushes
toward him, yelling. A soldier opens fire, and she collapses on the
corpse of the man.

In contrast, the women who come out of the stables
cannot conceal their joy despite the obvious signs of ill-treatment
they bear, with their emaciated face, their torn or absent clothes,
and the visible marks of beatings. A few of them are unable to walk
and have to be supported by their companions. Nevertheless, their
faces are radiant.

The girls coming out of the barn walk glued to each
other, blinded by the intensity of the light. Some of the oldest
show marks of abuse as well.

One of them, Asherah (8), recognizes a woman, Nahid
(21), coming out of the stables. She rushes towards her, crying
tears of joy.

ASHERAH

Nahid! Nahid!

While a few other girls see a familiar face among the
survivors, most seem lost and look around in distress.

When everyone is gathered in the courtyard, the
commandant notices that one of his soldiers is missing. He heads
straight out for the stables and almost immediately reappears,
dragging by the collar a man holding his unbuttoned pants. The
commandant asks a soldier to handcuff him.

A group of women approaches, and they all spit on the
handcuffed man. A moment later, a woman comes out of the stables,
haggard, her hair undone, her clothes in a mess. Her face is empty
of any expression, as if all traces of humanity have definitely
vanished from her.

One of the women wearing a niqab asks the
commandant:

WOMAN

Where are the boys?

COMMANDANT

There are no boys here. They’ve all been taken
away.

She collapses. The other women rush to support
her.

Finally, the convoy of survivors escorted by the
soldiers starts to move. They pass the gate and walk away on the
dirt road.

 



PART ONE

Tehran, Iran 2031

The Bus

The street is empty. Everything is clean and neat in
the soft shades of the early morning light.

On the sidewalk, behind a bus stop with its digital
panels switched off, a white building with a modern but sober
architectural design is separated from the public space by a
manicured lawn. Planted in the grass, a large green board says in
golden letters in Farsi: "Insemination and Fertilization Centre.
Government Research Laboratory".

A noisy bus covered with graffiti and advertisements
in Farsi and in English arrives. Its decrepit state contrasts with
the tidy surroundings. The bus stops with sighs of exhaustion. It
rocks from side to side as it offloads its passengers, and starts
to move again in a cloud of black smoke that marks its effort. On
the sidewalk, a group of five women wearing colorful clothes and
scarves walks toward the entrance of the building in silence.

* * * * *

The late afternoon traffic is intense. On the other
side of the street, people are waiting for the bus. Asherah (25) is
among them. She is wearing a long green coat, her head covered with
a green scarf.

Invisible loudspeakers broadcast music interspersed
with commercials and political slogans in Farsi and in English.

The very clear and limpid sound of a bell announces a
driverless bus that stops without a sound along the sidewalk. The
passengers get on, and the bus leaves silently.

The bus makes its way through the chaotic traffic of
the city center. Asherah is standing and holds a security bar. When
the bus stops, she gets off. The sidewalk is crowded. As the bus
leaves, she approaches a stall where a costermonger is selling
fruit and vegetables.

* * * * *

A road winds between a row of dilapidated buildings
on one side and a large wasteland on the other. The place is
desolated. Only dogs occupy the place. A golden one is lying fully
stretched on the road.

A bus appears, and the dog moves to the side.

At the bus stop, the remaining passengers get off,
cross the road and head for the buildings. Asherah is among them.
She carries two bags full of groceries.

Once empty, the bus leaves. The golden dog retakes
possession of the place.

The Park

In the cold but sunny early spring, many enjoy their
lunch break on the benches of the park.

Asherah and Nahid (38) are walking side by side,
quietly. Both are lost in their thoughts.

Suddenly, Asherah looks at her watch, says a few
words to Nahid, kisses her, and leaves in a hurry.

The Laboratory

A group of women comes out of the locker room all
dressed in white, with masks around their necks and their hair
wrapped in bouffant caps.

They wave their badges in front of an electronic eye
before entering the laboratory.

The laboratory is divided into islands that are
independent from each other. A central aisle connects them
together.

Only women work there. They all are wearing the same
white outfits.

It is late in the afternoon, and the few employees
that are still present seem to work in slow motion. From time to
time, a woman passes in the aisle pushing a trolley containing
measuring instruments, another one carrying folders.

Alone in her island, Asherah is glued to her
microscope. She regularly raises her head to write something down,
and quickly returns to her observations. She is very concentrated,
almost febrile.

A bell announces the end of the day. Everyone quietly
heads toward the exit. Seeing Asherah still at her microscope, one
of the women calls her.

COLLEAGUE

Hey, Asherah, Are you coming? It's enough for one
day.

ASHERAH

Just a minute, I'm coming…

Her back turned towards the aisle, Asherah picks up
her notes and quickly hides them under her blouse before joining
her colleague who is waiting for her. They disappear toward the
exit.

The Market

Dressed in city clothes, Asherah chooses fruit and
vegetables at the stall of the costermonger. She then takes money out of her purse and
hands it to the merchant.

Suddenly, shots are fired. Everyone looks in the
direction of the street where two military jeeps storm through the
heavy traffic. Standing in their vehicles, soldiers shoot in the
air and shout words that are incomprehensible.

Asherah automatically shrinks to hide from the
soldiers. In her eyes appears an intense panic.

The jeeps disappear as quickly as they came, and the
crowd returns to its occupations. The merchant impatiently shouts
something at Asherah who realizes he is handing her her change. She
straightens up and, still shaking, takes the money and puts it in
her purse. She then grabs her bags and heads for the bus stop.

Asherah’s Apartment

The front door opens. Asherah comes in with her
shopping bags. She closes the door behind her with her foot, puts
the bags on the ground, removes her shoes and places them carefully
on a cloth beside two slippers.

On the right, an opening gives access to a living
room furnished without taste. A long sofa, an armchair, a modern
lamp, and a low glass table furnish the room. A large window bay
overlooks a gray, apparently little-used balcony, and an opening on
the left wall connects the living room to a basically equipped
kitchen. An exceedingly large television screen fills the corner
between the window bay and the kitchen, while a small table
supporting a fake antique telephone occupies the angle between the
kitchen and the hall.

Asherah picks up her bags, crosses the living room,
and drops them on the kitchen table. She then disappears through a
door connecting the kitchen to the hallway.

* * * * *

Wearing a housecoat, Asherah is busy in the kitchen,
her back turned towards the living room. A clock strikes the half
hour. She stiffens almost imperceptibly, but continues to prepare
the meal.

A few seconds later, the front door opens up. A man
comes in, slams the door behinf him, removes his shoes and puts his
slippers on. He is around 45, small and potbellied, and his gray
hair is sparsely scattered on






The Park

















The Pill



The Molester












* * * * *
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In the Park



















































































Asherah’s Apartment





Flashback – Jalawla (Iraq), 2014






























Flashback – The Uncle







Flashback – A Market near a Refugee Camp






























































At Marianna’s Office (Tehran, 2031)



















































































* * * * *











In a Snack Bar























On the Street Outside the Snack Bar










A Hospital Room
















































The Letter
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* * * * *
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