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			How it Began

			Pepper Masalah
and the
Flying Carpet

			Pepper Masalah looks like a mini panther with copper-coloured eyes. She lived with Zamir (Zam for short) on the family’s olive farm with Zam’s father, Pa, and Dadi, Zam’s grandmother. In the mornings she woke Zam by purring and patting his cheek with a paw. Then she went with Zam to check on the olive trees and to chase the wild rabbits. Most of all Pepper loved spending the day asleep on the red and blue carpet in front of the fire in winter. In summer she slept on the carpet under the fan.

			One wintry evening there was a fierce storm. The wind howled so much the windows rattled and the trees tossed their heads. A branch from the big olive tree near the house smashed through the lounge window. The wind whooshed inside. It flicked up Pepper and Zam on the carpet and whisked them both out into the storm.

			‘Yeow!’ Pepper doesn’t like storms. She dug her claws into the carpet and hoped it would float onto the lawn so they could run inside. But the wind was so strong it lifted the carpet higher, and higher until it was riding the wind above the clouds. When it finally landed, Pepper and Zam had an adventure in the Arabian Peninsula.

			You can discover what happened in Pepper’s first book called Pepper Masalah and the Flying Carpet and in her second book, Pepper Masalah and the Temple of Cats.

			Chapter 1: 
The Giant Bird
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			Stony brown mountains loom on both sides of Pepper Masalah and Zam as the carpet flies between the ranges. ‘Looks like a different kind of desert,’ Zam says.

			‘The mountains are very high.’ Pepper peers down. Thankfully there’s no water to land in this time. ‘No sand but stony ground below us. Some trees.’ She looks up. ‘A plane in the distance.’

			At first, Zam is happy to be back in the present, but he soon sees danger as a huge shadow swoops over them. They are in trouble again.

			Pepper sees it too. ‘Please fly lower, carpet.’

			Zam looks behind. ‘It looks like a bird, but it’s too big.’

			The carpet dives. ‘Mirrap. What sort of place is this?’

			Just then the shadow covers them again.
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			‘Watch out, Pepper. Hang on to the carpet.’

			Pepper looks up and there is the biggest bird she has ever seen. Much bigger than an emu. It’s almost as big as the small plane they saw. ‘Yowl.’

			The bird is gliding above them. Pepper frowns. The bird has beautiful blue feathers but its head looks like a dog’s. Pepper isn’t happy as she had enough of blue dog masks in their last adventure. And now here’s a bird with a dog face and blue feathers.

			‘It’s looking at you.’ Zam moves closer to protect her but the bird is swifter. It nose-dives to the carpet and catches Pepper’s front legs in its talons. Pepper puts up a fight. She stands and bats the bird’s feet with her back legs while Zam tries to hold her around the middle. But his grip slips as the bird lifts into the air with Pepper still clawing at its legs. ‘Mioooow!’

			‘Hold on, Pepper. I’ll come get you.’ Just then the carpet falters. It stops flying and just glides on the breeze.

			‘Please fly.’ Tears run down Zam’s face. ‘We have to save Pepper. We mightn’t have much time.’ But the carpet seems confused. Gradually it loses height, spinning with Zam holding on tight, getting dizzier by the second. ‘Oh no!’ They are heading for the side of a mountain. He closes his eyes and hangs on. The impact almost pulls him from the carpet.

			Zam can hear it rip. ‘No, no, you can’t get torn. We have to help Pepper.’ The carpet lies still and Zam opens his eyes. They have crashed into a huge tree growing out of the mountain.

			The carpet doesn’t move. Not even a ripple. Zam clings to a branch and thinks about what to do.

			He must find Pepper but if he takes the carpet with him, it will slow him down and it might make the rips worse. He looks all around. There is a village of mud houses up the opposite mountain. But he can’t go there. He won’t be able to make them understand and they may keep the carpet. He has to find Pepper. The bird flew north, in the opposite direction. That’s where he needs to go.

			‘I have to leave you here.’ Zam strokes the carpet. ‘I will bring Pepper back. Then I hope you can fly again.’

			The carpet looks like an ordinary carpet thrown out on the rubbish dump. It is the saddest thing Zam has ever seen. He pats the carpet and then climbs down the tree to the dust and stones.

			Zam looks up at the mountain to the north of the tree. It seems very high. It will take him all day. Maybe tomorrow too. He hopes that giant bird isn’t hungry yet. And the poor carpet. Why wouldn’t it fly anymore? What if it never flies again and he and Pepper can’t go home to Pa, Dadi and the farm?

			Chapter 2: 
Pepper

			[image: ]

			Pepper hasn’t stopped yowling but the bird takes no notice and keeps flying. Pepper glances below her. Yeow, she shouldn’t have done that—it’s so high. She would die if she retracted her claws right now. It’s a very long drop. The bird slows, flaps her wings to stop flying and glides onto a cliff. Before they land Pepper can see a huge blue dam. How surprising to find one so high in the sky.

			The bird drops Pepper into a large circular structure, as big as the lounge room at home. Pepper lands on four paws and is just admiring how well it is made when she realises: it’s a huge nest! Sure enough, covered with some straw are the three biggest eggs she has ever seen. Much bigger than her. Maybe bigger than Zam. If only he were here now, they could plan how to escape.
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			The bird regards Pepper. It’s strange as all the birds Pepper knows can only see from one side at a time. This one is staring straight at her. Her dog face looks sad; her beak is like a dog’s nose. Then the bird says, ‘Guard my chicks.’

			Pepper flicks her tail. For a bird, she sounds very intelligent. ‘How can I guard chicks?’ And giant ones at that.

			‘You will work it out.’ Then the massive bird lifts off the nest, gliding first to catch a current like an eagle.

			Pepper huffs and puffs. ‘Guard the chicks and then what? I’ll be their first dinner.’ She climbs up the side of the nest and looks over the edge. The nest is as high as the carpet flies. Across the valley is another row of mountains. She stares at them but she can’t see Zam or the carpet. Halfway up one mountainside, she spots a stair-step village with mud houses like she and Zam saw in the sandy desert. Only a few trees grow and she spies a special building with a pretty blue tower on top. Some people are herding goats.

			‘Help!’ Pepper yowls. But it’s no use, they are too far away to hear.

			Pepper jumps back in the nest and sees sparkling green stones near the eggs. Maybe the bird collects bright green objects. She may as well enjoy the time she has left to live, so she makes a little nest in the straw for herself near the eggs. She turns three times, lies down, curls her tail around her face and falls into a doze.

			Moments later, there is a rustle from the straw on the other side of the eggs. Pepper’s eyes spring open. She hears wind whistling through grass. Could the chicks be hatching already? Pepper had hoped she had more time to live. The straw moves all around her. She can’t hear any cracks so it can’t be the chicks after all. She keeps very still. Her mother told her as a kitten to pretend you’re not there if you don’t feel safe. Don’t make a sound. Pepper holds her breath.

			Whatever is in the nest is moving closer. Pepper lifts her head slightly. She can’t bear not knowing what’s coming—she wants to be prepared. A head pops up from behind the eggs. Both the head and Pepper scream.

			The head belongs to a girl with two brown plaits and a fringe. ‘I heard a voice.’ The girl looks around. ‘Show yourself.’

			‘It was me,’ Pepper says. She yawns and sits up, licks one front paw, then the other. ‘Not fond of straw between my toes.’

			The girl gapes at her. ‘You’re a pishi, but you can talk.’

			‘Of course, I always talk but not everyone hears.’ Each place the carpet has landed there has been a person, besides Zam, who can understand her. 

			‘My name is Dana,’ the girl says. ‘Welcome to Afghanistan.’ She’s wearing clothes like Dadi wears sometimes: baggy pants and a long top to the knees.

			‘I am Pepper Masalah and I’m from Australia.’

			‘Australia?’ The girl smiles. ‘I have cousins there. Why are you here?’

			‘The giant bird brought me.’

			‘Me too.’ Dana points at the village on the opposite mountain. ‘I live over there. I was watching the goats and no one saw the Simurgh take me. My parents warned me about the Simurgh but I thought it was a fairy tale.’

			‘What’s a Simurgh?’ Pepper asks.

			Dana looks surprised. ‘It is the name of the giant bird. It is hardly ever seen. No one has been taken for hundreds of years. It is a great honour. That’s what the story says,’ she adds.

			‘What, to be fed to giant chicks?’

			‘The Simurgh told me to keep the chicks warm, so they can hatch, I guess.’

			‘She told me to look after them.’ Pepper has a sudden surge of hope. ‘We would need to stay alive to look after them and keep them warm. Maybe we won’t be eaten.’

			Then Pepper sighs. ‘I have lost my human, Zam. And my carpet. Without it we can’t return to Australia.’

			‘My cousins went on a boat.’

			‘I don’t like boats or lots of water. We were having adventures on the carpet. It flies.’

			Dana’s eyes grow huge. ‘First the Simurgh and you can talk, and now, a flying carpet? Maybe I’ve landed in a fairy tale.’ Dana strokes Pepper from her head to her tail. ‘I’ve never seen a cat as beautiful as you. It is sad.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because your adventure will end in this nest. So will mine.’

			Chapter 3: 
Zam
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			Zam has climbed so high but he wishes he could have a drink. It’s as hot as Dadi’s oven in the kitchen. At home he took a water bottle everywhere. Here, he hasn’t seen a spring or a watering hole. This place is like a mountainous desert with lots of stones and rocks. He hopes Pepper hasn’t been eaten. What would he do without her?

			Zam stops to check the way ahead and groans. There is a huge nest higher up but it is built on an overhanging cliff. The mountain is too rocky and curved for him to reach it on this path. Can he go another way around the mountain? But everywhere he looks are sheer rock faces. He’d need to be a goat to be able to go any higher. His shoulders slump. How can he rescue Pepper now?

			Just then he feels a whoosh of air and he’s in sudden shadow—something huge has just flown over him. Not another giant bird?
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			In the middle of the path ahead lands the very same bird that took Pepper. Zam stops and watches her, keeping his distance. Close up she’s beautiful—iridescent blue peacock-like feathers, some red ones too. Her face looks like a kind dog’s with sad eyes, and her tail of feathers is long like a dragon’s. Zam has never seen a bird like her.

			Is she safe or dangerous? He can’t tell. Has she eaten Pepper already? Anger and fear fight in his throat but he stays quiet.

			‘What is your name, boy?’ the bird asks.

			Zam’s mouth drops open. The bird speaks? And he can understand? The magic is happening again.

			‘Z-Zam.’

			‘Your full name.’

			‘Zamir Kiran Wali.’ No one asks him that except his dadi, his grandma.

			The bird regards him. ‘Zamir Kiran Wali, you have an honourable heart. Not many would climb this mountain for a pishi.’

			Zamir suspects she means Pepper. ‘Pepper may be a cat but she’s my friend. She’s special.’ Then he feels braver. ‘She can’t be eaten.’

			The bird stays quiet awhile, then says, ‘I will take you to a lake where you can be refreshed. Then you will find your pishi in my nest nearby. You must save my chicks.’

			Zam is so relieved Pepper is still alive, he says ‘Ji’ like his dadi does with a sideways nod. ‘Yes, I will try.’

			‘If the chicks are saved, no one will be eaten.’

			Zam stares at the bird. Can he trust her? And how can he save the chicks? It doesn’t make sense. But he will find Pepper and they can go back to the carpet and go home. Then he remembers how ripped it is.

			The bird crouches low. ‘Climb onto my back and hold around my neck.’ Zam doesn’t move.

			‘Come, Zamir Kiran Wali, I know you are brave.’

			Zam steps forward, climbs onto the bird’s neck and clings to her blue feathers. She bursts into the air, hovers, before she rises on the air current over the mountain. Her wings stretch out on either side of him like the wings of a plane. This is what it would be like riding on a dragon. From up here, Zam can see the horizon. Brown, rugged mountains circle the land. And below on the top of
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