
In a time before our time, a great stone castle stood on a hill. In one of 
the castle’s many rooms, a group of children were gathered. A girl named 
Mara stood at the back. Today she would learn if she would become the 
apprentice. Today she would learn her future. 

The healers came forward and tied a cloth bag to the leather belt worn 
around each child’s waist. “These bags contain a sample of what you seek,” 
said Lonan, the eldest healer. “We shall see who among you has paid 
attention to your lessons. Only one apprentice will be chosen.” 

Bran glanced at Mara and smirked. He came from a long line of healers 
and was certain he’d follow in their footsteps. Unlike Mara. Her mother 
worked in the kitchen, her father in the stables. 

The healers recited a short blessing. Then it was time to go. “Remember,” 
said Lonan. “Each child must find a certain plant. Each child must complete 
the task alone. Each child must return by sunset. And remember, too, that 
we have ways of knowing if these rules are broken.”
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Mara waited until she was outside the castle walls before opening her bag. 
There, she untied the cord and looked inside. Mara was filled with relief 
at what she saw. She had seen this plant many times. 

“Rowan trees and red thread leave the witches all in dread,” she 
whispered to herself. The healers used the red berries of the rowan tree 
to treat various ailments. Some used its twigs to ward off evil spirits.  

“You’ve a long walk ahead of you,” said a voice at Mara’s shoulder. Bran. 
“Then I won’t waste my time talking,” Mara retorted. He was right – 

the rowan trees were high in the hills, half a day’s journey from the castle 
at least. 

“Don’t worry,” Bran said. “There’s plenty of work for those who fail. 
You’d make a good maid – and an even better pig-mucker.” He laughed at 
the look on Mara’s face, then turned and disappeared into the forest.
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The further Mara travelled, the more her confidence grew. She passed 
many herbs, and she knew them all. There was meadowsweet for pain 
and fever, comfrey for healing wounds, plantain for stings. Mara began 
to imagine a future in which she was famed for her skills. People would 
travel from far and wide to …

A squeal broke her trance, and a wild boar emerged from the bushes. 
Its tusks were monstrous. Mara felt for her knife as the animal grunted, 
lowered its head, and charged. She darted aside, leaping for the nearest 
tree. Her hands closed around a branch, but it was narrow – and as her 
legs swung up, the branch snapped. She twisted as she fell, landing like 
a cat on the rocky track. Mara sprang upright, holding the knife, but the 
boar had only charged because its path was blocked. It was gone as quickly 
as it had appeared.
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By the time Mara reached the hill where the rowan trees grew, her legs 
ached. She did not stop to rest until she had gathered twigs, bark, and 
berries from a rowan tree. Then she collapsed. She leant against a tree 
to drink her water and eat the hazelnuts she’d collected along the way. 
High above, a falcon soared across the valley.  Mara wished she had wings 
to fly home. Only the thought of Bran’s smug face got her back on her feet.
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On the way home, Mara sang to keep herself company. She hadn’t gone far 
when she suddenly stopped dead. Someone had joined in with her song. 
The sound came again, only it wasn’t singing but a groan of pain, coming 
from the woods below. Mara left the high path. Cautiously, she walked into 
the shade of the trees.

“Hello?” she called. “Who’s there?”  
“Over here,” came the faint reply. 
The hair prickled on the back of Mara’s neck. She’d heard tales of the 

banshees who haunted these woods – but the voice had sounded like a child’s. 
Mara walked deeper into the shadows. A boy lay curled up on the ground. 

“Bran!” Mara cried, rushing to his side. Bran’s breath came in gasps, and 
his lower leg was red and swollen, two tidy puncture marks in the middle. 

“An adder,” Bran panted. “I felt the bite and saw it slide away.”
The snake’s poison would make Bran gravely ill. He needed the healers 

and their medicine. Yet Mara hesitated. She would never make it home 
before sunset, not if she helped Bran. 

Mara reached for her water skin. She needed a moment to think. 
It was rare for an adder’s bite to kill. And did she really want to sacrifice 

her one chance because of Bran? He would not help me, Mara told herself. 
He would leave me to the wolves and the bears if it meant he’d win.

The boy guessed her thoughts. “Help me, Mara. Please. I don’t want to 
stay here alone. I might die.”

Mara said nothing. She had worked hard to get this far, and Bran hadn’t. 
He took everything for granted – and he had never once shown her any 
kindness. Quite the opposite. From the very beginning, he’d made it clear 
he was somehow superior. 

It was this last thought that helped Mara make up her mind. Bran wasn’t 
better than her – but if she went on alone, then Mara would be no better 
than Bran. And that would be a fatal mistake. 

Mara stood. She began to look for a strong, forked stick to make a crutch.

46



They did not talk much on the journey home. They did not have the 
strength. But when the sun finally slipped behind the hills, Bran spoke.  
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “You could have made it without me.”

This was true, but Mara would not cry. “That’s OK,” she said. “I like 
pigs and their muck. They’re much simpler than people.”  

A few hours later, Mara saw the lights of a search party. She called 
out, and it was not so long before they were found. 

The next thing Mara knew it was morning and she was in her own 
bed. Lonan stood over her.  

“Bran!” She tried to sit up, but Lonan stayed her with a hand.
“He is quite all right. He is being tended by a healer.”
Lonan passed her a cup, and Mara took a sip, pulling a face at the 

bitterness. “A tonic, for calming the nerves,” he said. “When you are 
better, you will learn to make it. That – and many other things.”

“But I returned after sunset. I failed.”
Lonan waved a hand as if shooing away a fly. “Sometimes it is best 

to break the rules.”
“I don’t understand.”  
“You chose to help someone in need, though you knew the cost. 

That is a true sign of your calling.”
Mara looked at her teacher. Before now, he had always seemed so 

stern, frightening even. But now Lonan was smiling. His eyes were full 
of the magic and secrets they would soon share.

Mara smiled back. She was ready to learn.

ill
us

tr
at

io
ns

 b
y 

An
ge

la
 K

eo
gh

an

48



The Healers’ Apprentice
by Renata Hopkins

Text copyright © Crown 2016 

Illustrations by Angela Keoghan (the Picture Garden) copyright © Crown 2016

For copyright information about how you can use this material, go to:  
http://www.tki.org.nz/Copyright-in-Schools/Terms-of-use

Published 2016 by the Ministry of Education
PO Box 1666, Wellington 6140, New Zealand.
www.education.govt.nz
All rights reserved.
Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

ISBN 978 0 478 16624 8 (online)

Publishing Services: Lift Education E Tū
Editor: Susan Paris
Designer: Jodi Wicksteed 
Literacy Consultant: Melanie Winthrop
Consulting Editors: Hōne Apanui and Emeli Sione

Curriculum learning area English

Reading year level Year 5

Keywords apprenticeship, fairy tales, fantasy,  
healing, making choices, natural remedies, 
quests, trials

SCHOOL JOURNAL LEVEL 3 MAY 2016



 
 
    
   HistoryItem_V1
   InsertBlanks
        
     Where: after last page
     Number of pages: 1
     Page size: same as current
      

        
     Blanks
     Always
     1
     1
     4
     549
     575
     qi3alphabase[QI 3.0/QHI 3.0 alpha]
     1
            
       CurrentAVDoc
          

     SameAsCur
     AtEnd
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0c
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   Nup
        
     Create a new document
     Trim unused space from sheets: no
     Allow pages to be scaled: no
     Margins and crop marks: none
     Sheet size: 13.386 x 9.134 inches / 340.0 x 232.0 mm
     Sheet orientation: wide
     Layout: rows 1 down, columns 2 across
     Align: centre
      

        
     0.0000
     10.0001
     20.0001
     0
     Corners
     0.2999
     ToFit
     0
     0
     2
     1
     0.7000
     0
     0 
     1
     0.0000
     1
            
       D:20160510134330
       657.6378
       170x232 no trim spreads
       Blank
       963.7795
          

     Wide
     1000
     439
    
     0.0000
     C
     0
            
      
       PDDoc
          

     0.0000
     0
     2
     0
     0
     0 
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0c
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

   1
  

 HistoryList_V1
 qi2base





