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A mixture of creature feature and survival horror, Adam 

Nevill’s chiller The Ritual offers a number of prime 

examples of effective monster work. For your dissection, 

here is one such passage. 
 

It was not moving. Immobile as a boulder, 

long as a fallen log on a forest floor, it was 

nothing to a casual glance, or even peripheral 

vision. A long dark reaching form that only a 

man petrified by the hyper-alertness of a hunt 

might investigate with a second look. 

 Luke was too frightened to shine his torch 

directly at it. He did not want to see it. 

 He swallowed. Whimpered, ‘Dom.’ 

 Dom murmured in his sleep. 

 And then the nearest part of the shadow, 

that defined itself by the thinnest light of 

the torch that brushed that place, moved. 

Raised itself no more than a few inches, in the 

way a stalking cat will engage in the next step 

towards its prey. 

 Luke turned his stiff thighs into a crouch, 

and then roared with all the power of his 

lungs. He shone a torch beam into the shape, 

and dropped the other torch to reach for his 

knife in the mouth of his sleeping bag. 
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 What had come up the side of the hill for 

them, pressed into the ground, was startled by 

his cry. Within the juddering white light, a 

black shape flattened itself beneath the light, 

then withdrew so quickly it almost vanished. 

Along what could have been a hairy flank 

something gleamed like oil. 

 

 

What does Nevill do to make this sequence so effective? 

First, to put the proceedings within context, protagonist 

Luke and his friend Dom are the last surviving members 

of a group of friends who have encountered some 

stealthy, unknown beast within an isolated Scandinavian 

forest. We already know the creature is deadly, we know 

it may strike without hesitation, and we know that the 

men are far from the help of any authority. 

This feeds into Luke’s fear – and ours – as he 

acknowledges that even though he is aware the creature 

is there, he does not want to see it. This primal anxiety, 

something most of us can relate to, leaks from the 

scene. 

Adding to the removal of help from the picture, Nevill 

gives us Dom’s sleepy murmur. Here is Luke, almost face 

to face with the monster, and Dom is incapable of 

offering any assistance at all. This is a further 

subtraction of power that heightens the danger of the 

setup. 

Next is Nevill’s description of the creature’s movements 

– like a stalking cat moving toward its prey. This 

subversion of the standard order of things plays a huge 

part in both monster and ‘nature gone amok’ stories. 

Man becomes the lesser animal in the food chain – ably 
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driven home by metaphors and similes like Nevill 

employs to place his characters in that weaker 

perspective. The placement of the word ‘prey’ at the end 

of the sentence leaves behind a visual residue of Luke 

already overpowered. 

This short sequence is also a lesson in the effectiveness 

of ‘less is more’ when it comes to monsters. Simply 

saying ‘what had come up the side of the hill for them’ 

keeps the mystery alive, Nevill offering only the slightest 

descriptive glimpse of a hairy flank by the end. The 

reader’s imagination must complete the rest – as much 

as they care (or dare) to, anyway – and this uncertainty 

runs a parallel thread to Luke’s fear of actually seeing 

what it is he and his friends are up against. 

Yet we’ve still discovered more of the creature – that it 

is stealthy, lightning fast, and an experienced hunter. 

But it can be startled – so perhaps there’s an element of 

hope offered, too. For however long it may last. 

 

 

 


