
Chapter 1: Waking Up in the Unknown


Blinding sunlight. Sand in places you didn’t know could hold sand. A searing heat that made every breath feel like inhaling molten lava.

Jake blinked, swiping at his face. “Ow. Why does my mouth taste like a camel just spat in it?”

Next to him, Mia groaned and rolled over. “Did anyone else… wake up in the middle of a desert… or is it just me?” Her voice cracked like a vinyl record.

A cactus conveniently stood a foot from her head. She flinched. “Definitely not normal,” she muttered.

Around them, the other teens were slowly coming to consciousness: a small group of six, all between fourteen and sixteen. There was Ben, who immediately tried to eat a sand-covered snack bar that clearly belonged in a trash heap; Lila, who was busy poking at a large, suspicious-looking rock with a stick; Carlos, who was loudly whining about his “life choices that led to this desert situation”; and Sophie, quietly observing, notebook in hand as if she’d already accepted that their lives had become a field study in chaos.

“Okay,” Jake said, trying to sound brave. “First things first. Who remembers how we got here?”

Crickets. Except for Carlos, who groaned. “I don’t even remember my own birthday half the time. So no, nothing helpful here.”

Jake squinted at the horizon. It was endless sand, with jagged rocks and… something else? Something metallic glinting far off in the distance. He pointed. “What’s that?”

Mia shielded her eyes. “A mirage?”

“Mirages don’t blink,” Sophie corrected, adjusting her notebook like a professor. She pointed. “That… is a building. Maybe.”

Ben, still licking sand off his snack bar, added, “Building or alien spaceship, it’s all the same. I vote we run the other way.”

“Or maybe we should… not die first?” Lila suggested cautiously, leaning away from a very suspicious-looking snake hole.

Jake rubbed his forehead. “Let’s figure out where we are before debating whether the aliens are polite or not.”

As if on cue, the glinting object suddenly projected a holographic map into the sky. The teens blinked, shielding their eyes. It flickered, displaying cryptic symbols and red dots. Then a mechanical voice boomed:

“Welcome, Participants. Your survival skills will be tested. Escape is optional, but encouraged.”

Mia choked. “Participants? Survival skills? Optional escape? Who… what…?”

Carlos sighed dramatically. “Great. So… we’re in some kind of insane reality show. Fantastic. My parents will never believe this. Or maybe they’ll finally send me to therapy. Win-win.”

Sophie scribbled furiously. “We need to catalog everything: temperature, terrain, visual anomalies. For research purposes.”

Ben muttered, “Or we could just figure out which way leads to ice cream. Priorities, people.”

Jake rubbed his temples. “Step one: don’t panic. Step two: find water. Step three: figure out what that thing is.”

Step one: panic.

Step two: immediately panic again because the sand under their feet started to shift unnaturally, forming… footprints? Not their footprints. Larger. Human-shaped, but wrong. Way too big to belong to anyone standing nearby.

Mia swallowed. “Okay. Maybe we should panic a little.”

Before anyone could debate, a shadow swept across them. And that’s when they realized—they weren’t alone.

The teens stand frozen, staring at massive footprints in the sand, their first taste of the desert’s strange—and dangerous—mystery. One question hangs in the air: Who, or what, is watching them?


Chapter 2: The First Sandstorm


The desert had a cruel sense of humor.

Jake squinted at the horizon as clouds of dust began to gather, turning the blue sky a sickly yellow. “Uh… guys? I think the desert just got pissed.”

Mia, who had already fashioned a scarf out of her t-shirt, groaned. “We’re doomed. I knew this was a bad idea. My ‘survival skills’ involve Netflix and heating leftovers.”

“Mine involve yelling at bugs until they die of shame,” Ben muttered.

Carlos dramatically threw himself onto the sand. “Why me? I just wanted a nap under the sun, maybe a little Instagram story. Now this!”
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