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Maya loved wildcats more than anything. Her yellow shirt had

a big paw print, and her explorer satchel held a notebook full

of cat facts. She read about lions, tigers, and cheetahs. But

one day, she found a new wildcat in her book: the sand cat.

"I've never heard of that one!" she said, her dark brown eyes

wide.
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The sand cat was small, about as long as Maya's arm. It had

pale sandy fur, a broad flat head, and huge wide-set ears. Its

amber eyes had thick black rims. "How does such a little cat

live in a hot, dry desert?" Maya wondered. She looked at the

picture and imagined its furry paws walking on burning sand.
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Maya showed the picture to her friend Leo at school. Leo wore

his green hoodie and carried a blue backpack. "A cat in the

desert?" he said, his gap-toothed smile showing. "That seems

impossible. There's no water!" Maya grinned. "That's what I

want to find out," she said. "Let's build a desert habitat model

and see how it works."
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After school, Maya and Leo gathered supplies. Maya brought a

big cardboard box from home. Leo found a bag of sand from

the craft corner. "We need rocks, too," Maya said, checking her

notebook. "And something for a burrow." They set everything

on a table in Maya's room. The box looked empty and brown.

"Where do we start?" Leo asked.
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Maya poured the sand into one side of the box. It felt warm

from the sun. She shaped it into little dunes with her hands.

"Deserts have sand and rocks," she said. Leo placed smooth

stones around the dunes. "What about the burrow?" he asked.

Maya found a small cardboard tube. "Sand cats dig burrows to

stay cool," she said. "Let's make one."
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Maya dug a tunnel in the sand and pushed the tube inside. She

covered it with more sand, leaving a small opening. "That's the

burrow," she said. "Now the sand cat can hide from the hot

sun." Leo looked doubtful. "But how will we know if it works?"

Maya picked up a tiny toy cat. "We'll test it with this model

cat!" she said.
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Maya placed the toy cat on the sand. "First, the paws," she

said. "Sand cats have thick fur on their paws. It protects them

from hot sand and helps them walk without sinking." She

pressed the toy cat's feet into the sand. It didn't sink. "See?

Big furry paws are an adaptation!" Leo nodded slowly.
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Next, Maya pointed to the toy cat's ears. "Sand cats have huge

ears. They can hear tiny sounds, like a mouse moving under

the sand." She cupped her hands behind her ears. "I can hear

better this way!" Leo laughed. "So big ears help them find

food," he said. "That's clever." Maya wrote "big ears" in her

notebook.
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Priya came over to help. Her long black braid swung as she

looked at the model. "It looks like a real desert!" she said. She

wore her orange dress with white dots and star-shaped hair

clips. Maya showed her the burrow. "Sand cats stay in burrows

during the day," Maya explained. "They come out at night

when it's cooler."
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Priya arranged more rocks around the burrow. "What else does

the sand cat need?" she asked. Leo looked at the model.

"Maybe some plants?" he said. Maya shook her head. "Deserts

have very few plants. Sand cats get water from their food."

Leo's eyes went wide. "They don't drink water?" Maya smiled.

"They adapt!"
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Maya placed the toy cat inside the burrow. "The burrow is cool

and safe," she said. "That's another adaptation." Leo scratched

his head. "But how do we show that to others?" Maya thought.

"We can make a sign," she said. "And we can let them try the

model." Priya clapped. "Let's make little labels for each

adaptation."
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They wrote labels: "Big furry paws," "Huge ears," "Cool

burrow." Maya taped them to the box. Then she made a tiny

sand cat out of clay. It had big ears and a black-tipped tail.

"Now it looks real!" Priya said. Maya felt proud. "We can share

this with our class," she said. "Everyone can learn about sand

cats."
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The next day, they brought the model to class. Maya stood in

front of her friends. She wore her yellow paw-print shirt. "This

is a sand cat's habitat," she said. "Sand cats adapt to the

desert." She showed the big paws. "These help them walk on

sand." She pointed to the ears. "These help them hear prey."

Her classmates listened carefully.
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Leo held up the toy cat. "This is the model sand cat," he said.

"It lives in the burrow during the day." Priya showed the

labels. "We can all learn from models," she said. The class

asked questions. "Do sand cats have enemies?" one child

asked. Maya said, "They are very good at hiding." Everyone

wanted to see the model up close.
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After the presentation, Maya's teacher smiled. "You did a

wonderful job showing how animals adapt," she said. Maya's

warm brown cheeks glowed. She looked at her friends. "We

learned that even in a harsh place, animals find ways to

survive," she said. Leo grinned his gap-toothed smile. Priya

nodded, her star clips shining.
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That night, Maya wrote in her notebook. "Sand cats are small

but strong. They adapt to the desert with big paws, big ears,

and cozy burrows." She drew a picture of the sand cat. Its

amber eyes seemed to twinkle. Maya knew she would never

forget how this little wildcat survived in such a challenging

place. She couldn't wait to learn about more animals.
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