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 With his index finger on the trigger, his cheek against the butt and his eye in the sights, he 

studies the animal, a sixteen-point stag in the golden light of an October day, standing there, powerful, 

entrenched in its heraldic splendour, its hooves sunk into a patch of snow, its head turned towards 

the man with something like affectation, as if looking directly into the eyes of death. Had the man 

been upwind the animal would already have fled. This stag is about seven or eight, he stalked it with 

binoculars last autumn, when it was vigorous but still too young and its antlers had not yet reached 

their full scope. This year they are fully grown with huge regular palms, like two hands with widespread 

fingers, and even the brow tines are a good size. 

 His dog died three years ago, he has settled for stalking alone, adapting, he’s good at watching, 

positioning himself downwind, erasing his own smell, he could walk for hours without flagging, a two-

day run-up this time along the craggy foothills… It always strikes him that this tracking process has a 

carnal urge to it, a game of hide and seek, an almost sensual hand-to-hand combat. But now that the 

animal’s tawny and grey neck is framed in his Zeiss scope, with the rangefinder showing a distance of 

88m, he feels disconcerted, unsettled. For some time now he’s struggled with the imbalance of 

strength, his firepower so brutally interrupting the match, robbing it of its end, conferring an absurd 

vacuity on what has been a studious pursuit through the mountains. How should the match end? He 

has no answer, but simply feels bitter disappointment in the moments after the shot is fired, even 

though, over a period of thirty years, he has laid claim to impressive tallies. In one tenth of a second 

the bullet will penetrate flesh with 450Kgm2/s2 of kinetic energy, the animal will be felled, its haughty 

silhouette wiped from the horizon, a quasi-hallucinatory visual anomaly. By cutting short the stag’s 

progress, he will in fact be responsible for ending his own progress towards the stag. Hence the 

hesitation in his index finger just as the last low shaft of sunlight may well be glinting off the optic of 

his scope, the stag moves instinctively and the tightening of his finger on the trigger becomes a 

reflexive delayed action. The bullet sets off, 860m/s, a flash, a jolt through shoulder and torso, a 

shudder in the back of the neck from the kick of the rifle which has no muzzle break and which he 

handles so ably. But this microsecond’s hesitation at such a distance explains why the bullet misses its 

target. The animal buckles subtly to its right, appears to limp for a moment and then bolts, does a 

brisk about-turn and vanishes under cover of the trees. François swears under his breath, his eye glued 

to the sights, the empty patch of snow glitters with flashes of gold until his eyesight blurs. He mutters 

to himself, marking the position and direction of the shot with a cross of fluorescent orange duct tape 

on the rock, and finally goes over to the place where the stag stood. Not a trace of blood, he didn’t… 

but he makes out a tuft of short tawny hair on the snow, most likely clipped by the bullet on impact. 

He knows you should never race after an injured animal, for fear of further complicating the trail 

yourself as the animal runs in every direction to throw off its predator. There’s some hair, then, but 

no splinter of bone, no marrow. He turns round, evaluates the site of the shot with the help of the 

fluorescent duct tape standing out brightly against the rock, and sees where to break through under 

cover of the trees… Some fifty paces from where the quarry was struck he finds the first trails of blood 

at waist height on the trunks of young trees. He now knows for sure that he hit the stag in the right 

haunch because the near hind has made heavy imprints in the spongy ground. It was a venison bullet, 

the wound wouldn’t necessarily bleed on impact or during the first strides. He continues exploring the 

undergrowth, spots some large drops spattering the autumn leaves inside the very footprint of the 

injured leg, a little further on fine droplets that indicate the direction taken, the blood gleaming 

vermilion on the waterlogged ground. The stag cut diagonally down across the mountainside, its good 
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legs downhill to spare the injured quarter, it zigzagged slightly, unaware it was being followed. 

François is now nearly 300m from where the stag was hit, too great a distance, he should called his 

friend Laurent who handles scent hounds, to find the injured animal, his phone has absolutely no 

signal, it will be dark in an hour so he keeps going, trusting his own experience. A long roar tears 

through the blueish twilight, he can’t be sure that it’s from his fugitive acknowledging nearby does, 

the tone sounds different, but… A brief silence, another roar, protracted into a groan that grows 

louder, is momentarily disorientating. François keeps going, the trees soon less tightly packed where 

the hillside drops down to the road, he shoulders his rifle, sensing that his prey could be hunkering in 

the ditch beyond. He waits for several long minutes, then straightens, walks closer to the road, notices 

a patch of fresh blood that colours the pads of his fingers. The sound of an engine carves through the 

silence when, looming from the very rock itself only 50m away, the animal leaps out and crosses the 

road with a ceramic sounding clatter of hooves, François doesn’t have time to shoulder because of the 

wretched blue BMW coming round the corner so quickly, the engine screaming, the driver confronted 

with the tawny bulk and its vast antlers right in front of his bonnet, he brakes, yanks his steering wheel, 

swerves, the back end of the large coupé skidding towards the verge, its tyres biting into gravel, then 

grass and earth, muddy puddles spraying, autumn leaves flying into a cloud of quivering butterflies, 

the stag has reached the other side, lurches into the ditch and disappears below road level… He sees 

two people in the front of the car, a fretwork of heads and arms tossed by the violent swerve, but 

what he finds shocking is the suffocating, chaotic impression he has of the woman passenger, her hair, 

her head turned almost completely away from him… The driver – young, long dark hair, several day’s 

stubble, no time to make out his features – accelerates fiercely, managing to right the car which 

quickly evaporates around the grey curve of the road… François moves with the hesitant step of 

someone who has suddenly aged, the soles of his boots seeming to cling to the tarmac when he should 

be darting after the animal. He freezes in the middle of the road because he can put a name to the 

haunting image that has turned him to stone in the last few seconds, the image of a single moment 

that could encompass his whole existence. Yes, that angling of the upper body, the shoulder, the hair, 

it was Mathilde. The all-consuming suspicion that it was her in the coupé’s front passenger seat, with 

a tension in her back and neck, a panic that the skid alone couldn’t explain. He takes out his phone, 

scrolls to his daughter’s number, makes the call, but still has no signal. He stares at the ends of his 

muddy boots as he automatically stows the Samsung back into his inside pocket. The sound of an 

engine approaches behind him, he eventually crosses the road, turns around to see… The equine 

silhouette of a motorbike appears around the corner, draws level with him, hurtles past him, rider and 

passenger dressed all in black, trainers, jeans, parkas, crash helmets with silver visors that stare at him 

intently. François runs his finger through his hair to straighten it, repositions his canvas bucket hat, 

pulls himself together and goes down into the ditch, looking for hoofprints again. He listens to the 

forest, no snap of broken wood, not rustle of trodden leaves, a pre-human silence, bathed in woolly 

shadows that weave together the skeletons of the trees and roll out the darkness. Thick ink oozes in 

folds in the ground, erasing clues, but you don’t abandon an injured animal, a stalker finishes his work, 

he must end this by nightfall. He carries on down the hillside for another twenty minutes by the light 

of his torch, not holding out much hope, comes out onto the edge of a path that he immediately 

recognises, stops, catches his breath, and hears a soft rustle of leaves behind a thicket. He hunches 

and moves forward about thirty metres, steps over a tree stump, avoids a clump of brambles and 

hazel, two choughs fly off stirring the air powerfully, the stag is here, lying on its side, panting, white 

foam around its mouth. As François comes closer, it gets to its feet, sways, runs a few metres then 

collapses again, its eye bright, feverish, with the intensity of pure terror. The animal knows the 
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imminent event threatening it, the smell of its executioner fills its nostrils. The wound on its haunch 

has stopped bleeding, the fur now just crusty and black with dried blood, but the antlers, the size and 

shape of them, they’re so… he’ll have to keep the head if he decides to have it stuffed, he imagines 

how satisfied his taxidermist friend Antoine will be, contemplating such perfection. François loads the 

rifle, slips his index finger into the trigger guard, curls it around the trigger, breathes in, aims at the 

where the heart is in the chest, strives for a motive to initiate the act, starts a countdown, prevaricates, 

only to end up incapable. It’s not an internal foible, it’s… he walks cautiously around the animal, 

kneels, puts his hand on the sweating head, strokes the grimy greasy fur, reaches towards the antlers, 

feels the grain of them, stands up again, backs away, returns to the path, then strides back up the 

hillside. He reaches the road, turns left onto it and walks for a good kilometre in blanketing darkness 

and a damp chill that smells of leaf mould and earth, he thinks about the young woman’s silhouette 

in the car, deconstructs his view of her, unfolds the image as if he could see around her profile and 

make out her face. He soon catches sight of his pickup, a light smudge on the edge of the forest beside 

the starting point for several major walking trails. He fires up the big V6 and takes the road he’s just 

walked along, forks off onto the woodland track, driving slowly, his full-beam headlights spilling an 

incandescent white onto tree trunks, grass, leaves, rocks, puddles and patches of snow. He drives on 

for another three minutes before stopping where a branch has been lain across the track, climbs out, 

turns on the lights on the roof of the driver’s cab, trains them onto the flatbed, the rear of the truck 

and the undergrowth, identifies the thicket and goes over to it. The animal has moved about ten 

metres, it is quivering, still in the same state of feverish terror and exhaustion. He inspects the 

topography of the ground, then manoeuvres the Ford, its tyres soon covered in cloying mud, puts the 

vehicle into low-ratio four-wheel drive and reverses down the verge, moving into the vegetation at 

walking pace and stopping not far from the animal drowned in the bright brushstrokes of his lights. 

He cuts the engine, steps out, puts on sturdy gloves, hauls the die-cast aluminium ramp from under 

the flatbed, sets the end of it down on the ground, unwinds the cable from the winch at the back of 

the cab and ties a nylon rope to it. Lying on its side like this, the animal is huge, it kicks out its hind 

legs, tries to stand up, thrusts its antlers into the air at random. François tries to tie up the forelegs 

and hindlegs with slipknots, goes about it all wrong, swears at his own incompetence, half lying across 

the animal, its vast hot flank, wary of a sudden kick, or bite. He’s dripping with sweat, out of breath, 

thinks of swaggering cowboys who take seconds to lasso and tie down a young steer the same size, 

and just as wild, he’s a long way off the mark, battling with an unsuspected muscle power, an 

elemental energy that he curses and tries to handle rationally with not a shred of effect, he might as 

well be throwing insults at the trees… He flounders in rotting leaves and moss, kicking like the animal 

in the wet earth, fresh blood now seeping from the puncture haunch again, making it sticky, he’s 

suffocated by the musky smell of the stag at bay, the scent of dead nettles, oily and intoxicating back 

in the days of lovemaking, in this absurd embrace, this bare-knuckle combat in the harsh dazzle of his 

rooftop lights, his grunting and swearing mingling with the animal’s groans of terror. He finally 

manages to tighten his knots, the four feet tied as closely as possible together. He kneels, head 

lowered, hands on thighs, gasping for air, veins protruding at his temples and wrists, his heart thudding 

against his ribs. He stays there prostrate for two long minutes, empty, drained of strength, gets slowly 

to his feet, goes over to the truck, picks up the remote control, turns on the electric winch, the cable 

pulls taut, then the rope, the animal wedged in the ground lengthens, distends, goes beyond the 

margins of elasticity, its legs and then its body move up the ramp, the harsh rasping sound of its fur 

on the Terylene-dry ridged aluminium, François uses his free hand to hold up the head and its 

headdress, escorting the stag’s progress up the ramp at the speed of the winding cable. No hitches 
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damage the tines, the deer lies on the flatbed of the truck, filling the space with its bulk, François puts 

away the ramp, positions old hessian sacks under the neck and antlers, ties the animal down more 

securely, covers it with blankets, locks the tailgate and turns off the lights on the cabin, afraid the 

animal could die of fright. He sits in the driver’s seat and wipes his forehead and hands with a dirty 

rag, his clothes impregnated with the gamey smell, he opens the window, drives back across the 30m 

of forest floor, then the verge of the track which is deep here, the Ford’s bonnet rears up and its front 

wheels make contact with the track, then he proceeds steadily back up to the road. The animal is in 

its prime, it must weigh in the region of 250Kg, François doesn’t understand what he has undertaken, 

he’s exhausted. 

 

[…] 

 


