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    For my husband, Kevin.
Thank you for showing me that true strength is found in kindness, quiet courage, and always standing up for those who cannot stand up for themselves.
This little Aristocat carries more of your heart than you may ever know.
With all my love.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Grace is not about being admired.It is about making others feel valued."
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The Castle in the Clouds

Kevin lived in a castle so old that even the shadows had wrinkles.

It perched high on a mountain, its towers stretching into the sky like curious fingers reaching for the clouds.

When evening arrived, silver mist climbed slowly out of the valleys below. It curled around the ancient stone walls, drifted through broken archways and slipped quietly along forgotten corridors.

Sometimes the castle sighed. Sometimes it creaked. Sometimes it seemed to whisper secrets that only the wind could understand.

Kevin liked to imagine the castle was alive.


"I think you're breathing," he often told it.


The castle answered with a soft...


Creeeak...


Kevin smiled. "I knew it."

Every morning, the mountain woke before he did. The pine trees whispered. Waterfalls laughed in the distance. Birds greeted the sunrise with cheerful songs. Wildflowers nodded gently in the breeze, painting the castle gardens with every colour imaginable.

The fresh mountain air smelled of pine needles, damp stone, wild berries and cool morning mist. Kevin stretched his paws.


"There is nowhere in the whole world I'd rather live."


[image: ]

~  ~  ~
[image: ]


Getting dressed was Kevin's favourite part of every morning. Most cats simply washed their whiskers. Not Kevin.

He opened the enormous oak wardrobe with a flourish.


"Hmm..." he murmured thoughtfully. "The blue velvet waistcoat... Or the emerald green?"


A tiny voice drifted through the open window.


"The red one!"


Kevin didn't even turn around.


"I wondered how long it would take you."


A furry face appeared upside down in the window. Ziggy. His bright eyes sparkled with excitement. His bushy tail flicked from side to side.


"The red one definitely says..." he struck a dramatic pose, "'Today I plan to have an adventure!'"

"It also says, 'Today I intend to spill berry juice on myself.'"

"That's because adventures are messy."



Kevin tied on a silk scarf. Pulled on polished leather boots. Straightened a feathered hat. And finally adjusted his velvet waistcoat.


"You know..." Ziggy said, "...you're the only cat I know who dresses like he's going to meet the King..."

"I might."

"You coach drain rats."

"They deserve elegance too."
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Together they stepped onto the castle balcony. The view stretched for miles. Green forests rolled across the mountains. Waterfalls sparkled like silver ribbons. Clouds floated beneath the castle instead of above it.


"It feels like we're standing in the sky," whispered Ziggy.

"That's exactly why I love it."



Life in the castle was wonderfully unpredictable. Some mornings began with tea on the balcony. Others began with football matches against drain rats. Sometimes there were midnight adventures. Sometimes fruit feasts beneath the great weeping willow.

And sometimes... Ziggy simply appeared shouting, "BEST FRIEND!" before Kevin had even finished breakfast.

Although Kevin lived in a magnificent castle, he never believed it made him more important than anyone else. To Kevin... a kingfisher deserved just as much kindness as a crow. A drain rat deserved just as much respect as a prince. A sleepy tortoise deserved just as much patience as a clever owl. And every friend deserved a place at his table.


"I think you're a rather unusual aristocat."

"Thank you."

"I wasn't complimenting you."

"I know."


They both burst into laughter. Above them, the castle seemed to chuckle too. Perhaps... it really was alive. And hidden somewhere beyond the old stone walls... their next adventure was already waiting.
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Chapter Two
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The Drain Rat Derby

Saturdays were never quiet on the mountain. They were gloriously noisy.

By sunrise, the grassy field behind the castle had transformed into the busiest place for miles around. Colourful bunting fluttered between the trees. Little wooden stalls sold roasted corn dripping with butter, warm honey cakes, berry slushies, roasted nuts, cinnamon peaches and ice cream pops that melted faster than anyone could eat them.

The smell of fresh grass mixed with warm earth, buttery popcorn, sweet berries and sunshine.


"I love Saturdays."

"So do I," said Ziggy. "...especially the snacks."



The Teams Arrive

Kevin marched onto the field wearing his bright red coaching cape. His boots sparkled. His whistle gleamed. His feathered hat bounced with every step. He looked terribly important.


"You've practised that walk."

"I have not."  "You absolutely have."  "I may have."



Kevin blew his whistle. "Welcome to the Annual Drain Rat Derby!" The crowd cheered. Birds fluttered. Rabbits thumped their feet. Squirrels waved little flags. Even old Timothy the tortoise had arrived.


"Has..." pause. "...the game..." longer pause. "...started yet?"

"It starts in thirty seconds."  "I'll probably still be watching this afternoon."


[image: ]

~  ~  ~
[image: ]


The Castle Kicks

Kevin pointed proudly. "My team!" The Castle Kicks marched onto the field. Big Tail Benny waved both paws. Quick Paws Quinny couldn't stop running in tiny circles. Left Foot Lilo accidentally kicked the corner flag. "Sorry!"

Goalkeeper Gertie stood bravely in front of the goal. She looked nervous. Very nervous.


"You'll be fine."  "I know."  "Good."  "I'm just
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