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Author’s Note
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‘Humblenot and The Rat & The Cat’ is a story written by Charlie Forrestt for children of all ages. This is the second story in the ‘Humblenot’s Story Time’ series. It joins, ‘Humblenot and The Robin & The Sparrow’.

There will be many other stories from Humblenot in the future.

Humblenot is a storyteller, a forest dweller, a human-like creature who may once have been a brave crusading Knight ... but he might also have been a Dragon handler. Today, Humblenot is telling the story of ‘The Rat & The Cat’ and what happened when the Duchess ordered the Kingdom be rid of rats.

Each Humblenot story will reveal more about him and the place where he lives and he will always tell a story. However, his stories won’t always be just for the children because as you will see, grown-ups like to hear his stories too!

Best Wishes,

Charlie Forrestt
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For storytellers everywhere​
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Chapter One
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The twins, Yannick and Annick, whom strictly speaking should have been in bed asleep, were attempting, with much alacrity, to get inside Humblenot’s garden after dark. No-one, not even the burly Constable, attempted to enter the garden without an invitation, even in daylight! Attempting it after dark was to court, at the very least, a scare and if the moon was also hidden then the chances were that you were going to have an adventure.

Let’s not forget the Dragons at the gate; Igor and Eger. Without an invitation, you would be toasted to cinder toffee and probably have your legs pulled off. This is what Humblenot said and no-one had seen fit to put it to the test. That was before Annick and Yannick were born.

They had the distinction of being the only twins in the county. Strictly speaking, there were other twins; Melinda and Belinda, the dray horses, Dusk and Dawn, the beagles, and Hoot and Twit, the barn owls ... and of course the Dragons, Igor and Eger.

Yannick and Annick were the nine-year-old sons of the Charcoal Burner. They lived on the outskirts of the village because the smoke from the fire made everyone’s eyes smart. As it stood, it caused soot to collect in the corners of the windows; the spiders’ webs looked like black lace and Mother Eve’s laundry was speckled like a thrush.

“Yannick; do you think the shilling we earned for counting the apples in the orchard for Farmer Orin was worth the double algebra homework?”

“Annick; it is a question of rate of return. In any event, it was a shilling each. It took all morning to count the apples but only two hours to complete the sum sheet.”

“Yannick; how many shillings do we have now?”

“Annick; if my memory serves me correctly, twenty-eight.”

“Yannick; two more shillings will make a fine sovereign.”

“Yes it will, Brother, and with that fine sovereign, we will buy the horse of the Cooper and take ourselves to the Frontier.”

“We shall miss a lot of algebra.”

“I shall not miss algebra at all!”

The twins, dressed as all boys were dressed in their mustard yellow shirts and moss green shorts, Raven blue-black socks and chestnut leather boots, were standing at the foot of the giant molehill.

Their route had not taken them past the Witches’ Willow and the gravel pit, nor the lock or the waterwheel. The twins had discovered a shortcut which enabled them to get to Humblenot’s storytelling garden much quicker than any of the other visitors.

The giant molehill had been made by the giant mole and a tunnel led from the interior of the molehill to the silage bin which stood at the corner of Farmer Orin’s yard. The twins were thin enough to squeeze in behind the bin and strong enough to move the stone that covered the entrance to the tunnel. The existence of the tunnel was unknown to everyone else except to Humblenot and Farmer Orin. The tunnel was not high enough for the twins to walk upright and they scuttled along on their hands and feet like the monkeys they aped. The permanent soot stains on the palms of their hands, soot marks being expected on the palms of the hands of the sons of the Charcoal Burner, camouflaged the evidence of dirt and grass acquired by these subterranean sojourns. 

“Yannick; are you sure the Dragons will be asleep?”

“Annick; do you truly believe what Humblenot always says?”

“No ... but what if he is telling the truth?”

“Then we needn’t worry about algebra anymore!”

The fifty or so paces between the giant molehill and the entrance to the garden were the most terrifying. The path was edged with ancient and grotesque sentinels; trees, the trunks and branches of which had grown into a living palace, not that Humblenot called it such. The bark of the trees looked like the skins of snakes and lizards and many were covered in warts like the Hammer Pond toads. Thin creepers hung down to form curtains which hid dark and dank places where oozy and slimy things lived. If you were brave enough, or foolhardy enough, to part the creepers and look behind them, you would see vats of green gunge being boiled to make ink or cough mixture, depending upon the season.

Annick drew aside some creepers and sniffed.

“Cough mixture! How will we earn the last two shillings, Yannick?”

“If we bottled some of the sludge, we could sell it to the Apothecary ... a penny a bottle.”

“From where should we obtain the bottles?”

“The Vitrine Maker has a store of bottles for the cider ... he won’t miss a few.”

“By the time the Vitrine Maker becomes aware of the loss, we should be beyond the Frontier.”

“You have a stout heart, Annick and I am proud to call you my brother.”

Annick appreciated his brother’s compliment though it didn’t answer a previous question which had been to ascertain the purpose for their visit to Humblenot’s garden after dark. Yannick had merely replied, “Because it is there!”

They had the ‘Wee Willie Winkie’ candle which usually sat on the table in their bedroom. The tiny flame barely illuminated the ground immediately in front of their feet. This was probably a good thing as the sentinels lining the path to the entrance of the garden were especially grotesque at this time. The mists made the bark slick and the trees resembled the backs of Ogres which had been whipped and burned by the Ogre Hunters in former times. No one had seen an Ogre for two hundred years and only then when the last of the tribe had stumbled into the village; being close to death from old age. Some said the creatures lived for five hundred years. No one had known what medicine to dispense and the poor creature had expired in the centre of the village green. Within days the body of the Ogre had disappeared into the ground like thawing snow. The patch of soil into which the Ogre had disappeared gave birth to a tree the like of which no one had ever seen. One night, the tree had attempted to rob the Magistrate of the corn tax which he was carrying to the Duchess’s Treasury.

Following the attempted robbery, the tree was felled and burned. A foul stench enveloped the village for weeks and weeks thereafter. Humblenot burned the Sacred Sage and smudged every corner of the village to chase the stink away.

The twins inched towards the entrance to the garden which was guarded by the Dragons Igor and Eger. No one had ever seen fit to trigger the alarm and turn the trees into the Dragons which would roast your behind to cinder toffee and pull off your legs.

“We must test our metal, Annick. If we survive this, then we shall certainly not have any trouble crossing the Frontier and surviving the wilderness.”

“Yannick; you are my brother and I love you. I would follow you into Hades and jest with the Boatman that he should carry us two for the price of one ... but if Humblenot’s warning is not just a jest to keep the scaredy-cats out then we shall not see the Frontier or clothe ourselves in wolfskin and hunt for Dragon mice ...”

“Do you say, Brother, that greater deeds and glory await us than that of getting into Humblenot’s garden?”

“Brother; that is what I am saying. How difficult can it actually be if Mother Eve comes and cleans the glow-worm’s jars? I demand a worthier test of my metal ...”

At the precise moment of this fraternal acquiescence, the twin’s progress was throttled by the sight of the Dragons’ eyes opening.

“Yannick, they awaken but we are not yet at the gate ...”

“Perhaps we have tripped a wire and this is the first warning. If it is, I am not impressed!”

“Your voice doesn’t sound very unimpressed, Yannick.”

“Annick; I have a sore throat from eating too much quince jelly. Do you follow me or no?”

“I follow you, Brother ...”

The twins took ten paces closer to the gates, all the while keeping their gaze fixed on the eyes of the Dragons. The swirling red orbs were similarly fixed on the twins’ faces; unblinking swirling spheres which hypnotised the twins before they had reached the threshold.
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Chapter Two
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Humblenot had been polishing his shield when he sensed that the Dragons had woken up.

“An unannounced visitor? Did the Woodcutter lose his way?”

Humblenot placed his shield carefully on the table and returned his cloth to its rightful place. Picking up his sword, a weapon that was longer than any man in the village was tall, he stepped out into the garden. The glow-worms had their nightshirts and caps on and so the storytelling place was very nearly as black as pitch. The moon was hidden; the perfect conditions for an adventure!

With practised ease, Humblenot stepped carefully between the toadstool seats and neared the gate. His eyes were keener than most and he didn’t need his ‘Wee Willie Winkie’ candle to see that it was the twins who were stood transfixed just outside of the gate.

“What have we here?”

When Humblenot reached the threshold, he stood still and stretched out his arms to place a hand on the shoulder of each Dragon. Thus reassured, Igor and Eger closed their eyes and the spell was broken. The twins woke up and rubbed their eyes and then rubbed them again in disbelief. The sight of Humblenot standing in the gateway with his hands on the shoulders of the Dragons was more dream than they had ever dreamed before.

“Announce your business!”

Humblenot’s voice sounded like the roaring falls; falls of granite cascading into pools of glass; grating and shattering, tinkling and tumbling into rapids of smithereens.

Yannick
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