Synopsis
‘I’m the only one who saw what they did . . .’
Scotland, the near future – tensions over land ownership
have erupted into warfare between government troops
and rebels fighting in the neglected Highlands. As the only
witness to a horrific massacre, eighteen-year-old John
MacNeil finds himself inextricably caught up in the
conflict. Among the bloody ruins of the hamlet Blackriggs
he finds Ninian, an eight-year-old boy, the only survivor of
the atrocity.
A natural loner, haunted by the death of his brother, John
is forced to confront his inner demons and make crucial
choices about life, love and the land he cherishes as he
flees Blackriggs with his new travelling companion.
Unaware that Ninian has close ties to the rebel leader –
a shadowy figure known only as the Tod – John tries
desperately to keep them both ahead of the government
soldiers harrying them across the Cairngorms.
But Ninian is a prize his pursuers won’t give up easily . . .
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Other Reading Guides
ONCE IN A HOUSE ON FIRE TALES OF THE OTORI
By Lian Hearn
By Andrea Ashworth
SOUNDTRACK
By Julie Bertagna
THE OPPOSITE OF
CHOCOLATE
By Julie Bertagna

JOURNEY TO THE
RIVER SEA
By Eva Ibbotson

At the end of the novel John decides that he will act as an
impartial witness to the massacre. Imagine that you are
John and that you have to write an impartial witness
statement. What would you say about what you saw.
How would you describe this and how would you refer to
actions by the Department, to the NLA rebels and the
army response?

THE THING WITH FINN
By Tom Kelly

Further Reading

PARENTSWAP
By Terence Blacker

THE BOOK OF EVERYTHING
By Guus Kuijer

FOREVER
By Judy Blume

SECRETS OF THE FEARLESS
By Elizabeth Laird

If you would like to read more about people fighting for
freedom and individual rights, try Craig Simpson’s
RESISTANCE, which follows the plight of brothers Marek
and Olaf as they join with the Norwegian resistance
movement.

SUGAR RUSH
By Julie Burchill

FINDING CASSIE CRAZY
By Jaclyn Moriarty

FRAMED
By Frank Cottrell Boyce

THE WISH HOUSE
By Celia Rees

MILLIONS
By Frank Cottrell Boyce

FIRE DREAMER
By Beth Webb

FLY BY NIGHT
By Frances Hardinge

STAR DANCER
By Beth Webb

You can download all these reading guides from
www.macmillanreadingguides.com

Did you enjoy James Jauncey’s image of a future
Scotland? You might like Melvin Burgess’s BLOODTIDE,
which transposes the Icelandic Volsunga saga into a
future London. It is not for the faint-hearted!
Ninian’s Fragile X syndrome affects his behaviour and
personality. You might like to read about Christopher, a
boy with Asperger’s syndrome, in Mark Haddon’s THE
CURIOUS INCIDENT OF THE DOG IN THE NIGHT-TIME.
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Questions for Discussion
Why do you think the government has closed all but one news channel?
Some things to think about:
• The news items that are reported on television throughout the novel, are these objective or biased?
• The fact that this decision was imposed after ‘the rebel Northern Land Alliance, the NLA as they
were commonly called, had stepped up their campaign and the fighting had begun in earnest’ (p. 10)
• The activities of the NLA throughout the book.
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Often people say of politicized violence that ‘the end justifies the means’.
Do you think this is true of the violence in the book?
Some things to think about:
• The massacre at Blackriggs witnessed by John and imagined by Lila (p. 226).
• Ivan’s death.
• The killing of government troops by rebels at the checkpoint.

Describing the consequences of the ‘One Acre Act’, the book states about land; ‘no one could actually own it,
or would ever be able to again, and that was a very good thing’ (p. 64). Is the alternative presented in the
novel really a good thing?
Some things to think about:
• The conflict caused between the Department, the NLA and the army.
• The consequences of this on the common man.
• Who owned the land before the One Acre Act?
• Do you agree with the Native American proverb quoted on the opening pages of the novel?
• Can you think of examples in the past and in the modern day of conflict caused by land ownership?
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Both John and Ninian are witnesses to the massacre at Blackriggs.
In what way are their experiences similar? How are they different?
Do you think either of them will ever get over what they witnessed?
Some things to think about:
• John’s recollections of the event and his attempts to make sense of this
through his past.
• The likely symptoms of Fragile X syndrome described by Lila.

‘He’d never properly belonged in this world, Davie.’ (p. 60)
• Why do you think John does not see his brother Davie as ever having belonged in the world?
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As the novel progresses John is forced to kill a variety of animals and people.
• Do you think he is ever in danger of becoming immune to killing?
• Is there ever any justification for killing people or animals?

‘Surely everyone had some kind of skeleton that held up their lives, didn’t they?
Some kind of framework of memories and feelings, people and places and things.’ (p. 181)
• What types of skeleton hold up the lives of your group members?
• Do you think we all share a need for similar structure and stability?
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‘Fraser needs whatever help he can get. Because he’s fighting for a principle . . . something
good and decent. For folk to be able to live as they choose. As individuals.’ (p. 291)
• Is this a worthwhile aim? At the end of the novel are there any signs of this being achieved?
Do you think the disputes can ever be resolved?

