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    To my father, Icare, Choupitou and Petioazo.

In my heart, you are.

In my mind, you live.
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One day...
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From its perch, it rules the heights. Its piercing gaze mirrors a majestic panorama — nature itself drifting into slumber beneath a gauzy veil of light. The vast silence rides the air currents, brushing gently against its radiant plumage.

Swift and agile, it dives into the open air, skimming the jagged walls of the rocky cliff before breaking its headlong rush and gliding over a forest plain ablaze with autumn colors. In wide, weightless circles, its flight slows, falters, and the majestic creature comes to rest — silent, watchful.

....

He knelt alone before the grave. Head bowed, only the ash-blond strands of his hair showed, dampened by the drizzle settling over the grounds. Wrapped in his long black coat, he lingered, pensive, solemn. Broken fragments of memory intruded on his silence — flashes of joy, of a time when life had allowed him and his other half the fleeting grace of love. Some say destiny is inescapable... but are they truly right?

With his fist clenched, he seemed to make a silent vow. Lifting his face to the sky, he looked as if waiting for an answer — or perhaps a sign. Again and again, the blurred, timeworn image of a young Native American woman came to him: smiling, radiant, spontaneous, the one he had once held and danced with in love. She now lived only in his thoughts, yet entirely in his heart.

When he lowered his head once more, the strengthening rain seemed to weigh him down. Countless droplets slid through his hair, traced the lines of his cheeks and neck, and gathered finally on a medallion — the figure of a golden eagle with outstretched wings — that, even beneath the gloomy sky, gleamed with a stubborn light.

....

The atmosphere was hazy, a bluish glow ricocheting off walls lined with electronic devices, guiding the dissected movements of half a dozen men in white. All of them seemed to attend one among them —still, slightly bent forward, delicately closing a glass case. Only his eyes showed above the surgeon’s mask: a clear blue, emanating serenity and an unshakable focus. The case’s reflections traced fleeting geometric shapes that, with each blink, dissolved and reformed into shifting abstractions.

The silent ritual neared its end, but as if to seal it, or to pray — he grasped the golden chain bearing an eagle that still gleamed with fierce brilliance. He let it vanish into a half-clenched fist, while his other hand methodically lit a dozen small indicators before lowering the final transparent cover, sealing off a large red, cylindrical button.

One hand seemed to implore higher powers, while the other, with unwavering precision, obeyed the voice of conscience: Go on. Do it...

At once, a searing white light burst from the transparent sarcophagus, flooding the room. For a fraction of a second, a hand appeared — like a watermark — jerked as if electrocuted by the blinding flash.
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A little lost...
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A gigantic explosion ripped through the poorest stretch of desert. The twisted shell of a car shrieked in agony beneath the assault of fierce, ravenous flames.

A young woman stood motionless before the inferno. Her sneakers were worn and beige, her jeans torn, her T-shirt reduced to tatters clinging desperately to her frame. Her face — smeared, her brow split open — told the whole story of the last fifteen minutes she had endured. Behind this blazing tableau, a dozen unmarked black cars and trucks vanished into the distance, trailing a vast plume of dust.

....

Her dark eyes drifted across the fiery scene without truly seeing it. Empty, distant — as if her body were hollowed out, void of essence. The wind whipped her black hair and carried to her ears a low, grating sound... Then suddenly, pulled by a force she could not name, her head snapped back.

High above, an immense golden eagle circled at the sun’s height — majestic, radiant. The raptor rose endlessly, spiraling upward, then, with overwhelming speed, plummeted like a living arrow toward her small figure. It brushed past her by the narrowest margin, then soared again — and from its piercing eyes she saw, laid out in panoramic clarity, what awaited her beyond the desert: Washington.

In that instant, she awoke from her lethargy. The emptiness in her great dark eyes blazed now with a radiant spark of life.

....

At the back of a limousine, the laboratory’s blue eyes stayed fixed on the scene as it slowly faded, until all that remained was a thick black plume on the horizon. This man was Jack Thomas, a brilliant scientist working for the government. Beside him sat General Mason, a decorated Vietnam fighter, observer and witness to the progress of the “PROJECT.”

— Don’t worry, Jack, in a month you’ll know whether your “baby” is a success or not. So, wait and see, as they say.

His troubled gaze lost on the horizon, Jack, outwardly calm, said nothing. A storm of questions raged in his mind, and a wave of helplessness overwhelmed him. He, who had spent his life controlling, manipulating, mastering the elements around him, now found himself subject to fate — a variable never factored into his equations. Seeking reassurance, though he already knew the answer, he said:

— Do you think she’ll make it?

— Listen... with the body you gave her and the brain you built, not to mention the budget and the time it all took... I’d be damned disappointed in you, my friend! Mason shot back, irony in his tone.

— My poor Mason, you’ll always be the same...

— I know! Mason said proudly.

— ...always such an ass...! Jack muttered, dismayed.
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Hello, do we know each other...?
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She walked the rest of the day, wandering over the burning sand and crossing barren hills, guided only by one thing: the eagle. She eventually reached the edge of a small, isolated ranch — the only sign of life in the vast surroundings. Cautious, she stepped onto the property, methodically scanning the place.

A pretty little wooden house with a porch stood beside a barn of the same style. Beyond that, a stable opened onto two large paddocks where half a dozen horses grazed.

“Reg” was the owner of this modest domain — a young Black artist from Kansas. Tall, athletic, and naturally laid-back, he had settled there, far from the city, to devote himself to his two passions: sculpture and horses. But caring for the latter was not always easy, nor peaceful. That day, he was struggling in vain to tend to one of his mares, an English thoroughbred, wild by nature and fiercely temperamental. As he reached for her injured leg, the furious animal turned on him, threatening to throw him out of the stall. Startled by the violence of the beast that kept charging him, he chose to save himself, slamming the door shut in haste.

— Whew! Well, we’ll deal with that later!

Reg was a brave young man, but not reckless. Pacifist by nature, he hated fighting—whether against animals or men. Leaning against the stall door, he caught his breath. Then, drawn by the cry of an eagle, he lifted his head to the sky. The blinding sun dazzled him, but after a brief moment he managed to make out the bird of prey.

— An eagle in this region? That’s uncommon...

He steadied himself and walked back toward the ranch, postponing his heroic attempt at treatment until the next day. On the steps of the porch, Némo, his loyal Great Dane and guard dog, was barking insistently toward the paddock. Reg swept the area with his eyes, then approached him and gently stroked his head.

— So, my dog... are you barking at ghosts now? You’re getting old, you know!

But the dog did not yield. Stoic, straight as an “i,” he kept on barking. Reg turned around a second time.

— Look, there’s no one there... no need to worry!

Then, as he continued up the steps, he caught in the glass door’s reflection the image of someone leaning against the paddock fence.

— Ah, well... there is someone. My mistake, my brave one...

Surprised by her sudden presence — when only moments before he had looked in that direction —he turned and walked toward her, a little unsettled.

— Hello, Miss! Can I help you?

— Why? She replied in a flat, detached voice, her eyes fixed on the free-roaming horses.

Taken aback by her answer and her offbeat manner, he paused. Then, seeing the state she was in, he said gently:

— Well, you look tired, injured, your clothes seem to have fought both World Wars... so I suppose you’ve run into some trouble, that’s all.

The young woman seemed to realize her condition, yet, still disoriented, she didn’t truly seem to grasp what was happening to her. She glanced down and noticed the state of her clothes. Her voice wavered, hesitant.

— I... I think I had a car accident.

Her words faltered, as if even she wasn’t convinced.

— You think? And do you know where?

He asked at random, sensing clearly she wasn’t in her normal state, even suspecting a trace of amnesia. But her answer was unexpectedly clear —and very precise.

— Yes, 4,573 steps that way...

She pointed directly in the right direction. Despite her weary, lost appearance, her lucidity was striking, leaving the young artist completely stunned.

— Well, we’ll try to convert that into miles, and tomorrow we’ll go have a look by car, all right? But first, let’s get you inside and take care of you. I think you need a shower — and above all, a good night’s sleep.

....

The next morning, Reg rose very early and went into town to shop for his unexpected guest. While there, he stopped by the police station to see if anyone matching her description had been reported missing, or if someone was looking for her. But there was no trace.

Back at the ranch with Némo, he set the breakfast table under the porch, making a real effort at presentation to impress his new lodger. It was ten o’clock when she came down, her face still half-asleep. Her eyes seemed to fight against the daylight, but soon she noticed the table and gave Reg a pleasantly surprised smile.

— Good morning, sleep well?

— Yes... as if I had never slept before.

The remark left her briefly pensive. They sat down at the table, and she began devouring everything in sight. Némo followed her every move with rapt attention, tongue lolling, surely hoping that some accident of trajectory might satisfy his hunger.

Reg was still dazed by the surreal nature of the situation. Since the day before, she had done everything he asked without question — from showering, to going to bed, to letting herself be dressed in his oversized clothes while he washed hers or found her others. She spoke little, asked nothing, and ate like an ogre... If he wanted to understand anything, he would have to move up a gear.

— By the way, with all that, yesterday I forgot to introduce myself: my name’s Reginal, “Reg” to friends. And you?

— What, me?

— Well, your name...

She froze mid-bite, her mouth stuffed with an enormous croissant waiting to be swallowed. No, there was no escaping it: the great blank. No word, no name, no sensation rose to shed light on even the beginning of an answer. What could she possibly say?

At that instant, behind him, the imposing eagle appeared in an unreal silence, perched on the paddock fence. At its presence, she came back to her senses and replied:

— Let’s say... EAGLE?

And the eagle vanished.

Reg, intrigued by her strange behavior, noticed her gaze drawn toward the paddock. He turned curiously, but the eagle was gone. Startled by her answer, he asked:

— What do you mean, “let’s say”? You don’t know your name?

No matter how hard she tried to think, to concentrate, nothing disturbed the void of her memory. She answered:

— No. And of everything around me...

Reg did not press her further. He understood then that her reactions pointed to obvious amnesia, which he assumed was linked to the shock of what she had gone through. Her condition already seemed fragile enough, and there was no point in pressing for answers when none were within her reach. He let her finish her breakfast, which she seemed to truly enjoy.

When she was done, he suggested a trip to the site of the accident. She agreed without hesitation. Once ready, they took the pickup and drove out, following her precise directions from the day before.

Indeed, there had been an accident. All that remained was the charred shell of a car, its make unrecognizable. Carefully studying the surroundings, Reg concluded:

— Well, there’s nothing here. I don’t really know how this could have happened to you, so let’s put it down to fatigue and the heat. I don’t see any other explanation.

Since she had no idea either, she simply shrugged and accepted that version of events.

Just before leaving, however, Reg spotted a half-burned scrap of paper caught among the debris. He bent down, picked it up, and read the letters: “SC26.”

At that very moment, the eagle let out a piercing cry. Reg lifted his eyes toward the bird. Its presence unsettled him, and wanting to share the thought with Eagle, he turned to her — but the young woman was gone. He called out, searching in panic, unable to understand how anyone could disappear so quickly, so silently. Then, in the distance, he heard the car start.

He asked her no more questions that day, deciding instead to let her breathe. Back at the ranch, he set about cleaning the stalls. It was far too hot to tackle them earlier, but the morning had been busy and he only found time in the afternoon. Once finished, he paused briefly to recover from his efforts — and caught sight of Eagle leaning against the paddock fence. She stood there, thoughtful, absorbed by the calm of the animals. Reg walked toward her.

— Do you know how to ride?

— No idea... She replied, with the weary tone of all her usual answers.

— Well, we’ll find out soon enough!

He went straight to saddle a big chestnut quarter horse, fifteen years old: Icare, the patriarch of the stables. Once ready, he briefly explained the basics of riding — how to move forward, turn, stop — and showed her how to mount. Eagle, attentive to every word, prepared herself to follow his instructions. With unexpected confidence, she grabbed the pommel, held the cantle, slipped her left foot into the stirrup, and swung up with remarkable ease. Somewhat impressed, Reg said:

— Well, for your information, I must tell you, my dear young lady, you do know how to ride a horse!

Happy with this good news, she simply smiled.

For an entire week, she devoted herself completely to the horses, always accompanied by Reg. The two of them became good friends. Spending so much time together, she gradually began to speak, and from then on their conversations advanced little by little, calmly. They tried to piece together her past, but always in vain. Over time, Reg noticed that she possessed a phenomenal intelligence and, in fact, seemed to know and to do many, many things...

The first time he realized it was one evening, as he valiantly tackled a giant crossword puzzle from a monthly magazine contest — one he was having a very hard time completing. Growing frustrated, he left it aside and went to the bathroom (strangely, the opposite of most people!). When he returned five minutes later, he found it on the table, completely filled in — and entirely correct.

The next day, she repaired his old laptop. The day after that, she tinkered with an outrageous system in the engine of his pickup truck, claiming it wasn’t fast enough, that it polluted, and that it was far too noisy. After her modifications, the car was both fast and silent. So silent, in fact, that the first time he drove it again, hearing nothing, he stopped, opened the hood, and checked if the engine was even running. What’s more, not a wisp of smoke came from the exhaust.

The following week, she locked herself in the cellar and emerged only to eat or to clear her mind on horseback. He had no idea what she was working on, and the site she had created in the basement was so complex that he didn’t even try to understand. He simply went into town to buy all the supplies she needed, faithfully following the little lists she gave him — without a single question.

Strangely, their friendship grew to the point that it seemed they had known each other forever. She trusted him completely, and Reg, for his part, was surprised to find himself growing attached to a stranger — he, who had always prided himself on his misanthropy. He came to see himself as her protector, almost like an older brother — a new feeling for the only child he had always been.
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