


Chapter 1

The Compass

"Please tell me this is a dream," Max whispered, his voice cracking 
like the dry autumn leaves beneath their feet.

"It's just a door," Ava whispered back, though her own confidence 
sounded thin. "It's just a piece of wood."

"Then why," he breathed, "is it breathing back?"

The air was humid and suffocating, thick with the damp, earthy 
scent of decaying soil. Anxiously, Max grabbed the tarnished brass 
handle of the treehouse door, his sweaty palms trembling. His once-
clean white hoodie was caked in wet mud from their long hike 
through the soggy fields. This was not his idea of an adventure; Max 
preferred the quiet safety of black ink on crisp white paper, keeping 
his nose buried in fantasy novels or school essays.

“Hurry up, just open it already!” Ava cried, bouncing on her heels 
with frantic excitement while elbowing Max’s arm. Her long brown 
hair flapped like a bird’s wings as she nudged him.

Creak! The door screamed on rusted hinges as it swung open.

Ava sprinted inside, instantly touching and examining every ancient 
object in sight. Max, on the other hand, tiptoed cautiously behind 
her, turning his head at every little noise. The dust-covered 
floorboards shrieked beneath their weight, turning the forgotten 
treehouse into an orchestra of creaks and wails.

"Woah," Ava gasped.

Despite her loud voice, Max was already lost in his own world. His 
eyes drifted toward a folded piece of paper sitting directly in the 
center of a fragile oak table. It was covered in sharp, jagged 
lettering. These were not normal words—they belonged to a secret 



code no one else in the world knew, born from years of childhood 
games and shared memories.

Ava reached out, her nimble fingertips brushing the parchment. She 
pulled back with a start; the paper felt unnaturally cold, as if all the 
warmth in the room had been sucked straight into its crinkled 
fibers.

Curiosity finally overcame Max’s caution. He reached for the 
haunting page and unfolded it, his left hand instinctively squeezing 
his pinky—a nervous habit he had never been able to break.

“It’s our secret code!” they spoke in unison.

Ava’s voice rang out so loudly that Max was sure his parents could 
have heard her from the main house.

“Shush!” Max hissed. He glanced around frantically, his hazel eyes 
darting like a trapped fly toward the dark, cobwebbed corners of the 
room.

For once, Ava obeyed. Perhaps she sensed the sudden shift in the 
air, or maybe the genuine terror in Max's voice made her realize this 
was no longer a game. She froze, planting her feet firmly against the 
creaky floorboards.

Tick-tock, tick-tock…

A sharp, mechanical rhythm cut through the heavy silence. They 
exchanged a terrified look as they realized the sound was coming 
directly from the paper itself. A digital timer, previously hidden 
within the tight folds, began counting down in glowing red digits: 
02:00:00.

They had exactly two hours. Max’s mind raced as fast as the 
countdown, a sudden sense of dread gripping his chest.



Chapter 2

The First Task



The symbols twisted across the page like the tangled vines 
suffocating the trees outside.

“It’s the Labyrinth Game,” Max whispered.

Ava’s eyebrows shot up. “The one we made up when we were eight? 
With the riddles and the fake monsters?”

“Yes,” Max said, his voice trembling as he stared out the wooden 
window frame. They had spent countless summer nights in this very 
spot, laughing as they drew imaginary maps. “Except this time, it’s 
real.”

A sudden gust of freezing wind swept through the room, rattling the 
loose wall planks. Ava stepped closer, making Max jump. “What’s the 
first task?”

Max held the wrinkled paper steady, reading through his thick, 
round glasses. “It says: Find the direction.”

Ava wrinkled her nose. “That could mean anything.”

“No,” Max said, shaking his head. “Look at this symbol.” He pointed 
to a crooked, hand-drawn spiral. “That’s the mark we used for the 
compass—the one we buried!”

Ava gasped. “The compass from Grandpa’s attic! The one we 
pretended could unlock hidden worlds?”

Max nodded grimly. “We buried it at the base of the treehouse ten 
years ago.”

A heavy, mechanical CLICK echoed beneath their feet.

Neither of them moved. The silence was deafening. Slowly, the 
floorboards groaned as a hidden trapdoor flipped open in the exact 
center of the room. A rope ladder unfurled into the pitch-black 
abyss below, swaying gently as if something down there had just 
brushed past it.

“We… definitely didn’t build that,” Ava squeaked.



Max took a step back, nearly tripping over a loose plank. “Ava, we 
should leave. This is wrong."

The timer beeped sharply: 01:45:00. The red numbers flickered and 
began counting down twice as fast.

"Quick, open the door!" Max panicked, rushing to the entrance.

"I can't, it's jammed!" Ava cried, frantically rattling the handle.

"The windows are locked too!" Max shouted, shoving desperately 
against the glass as beads of cold sweat pooled on his forehead.

Ava grabbed Max’s wrist. “The clock is speeding up. Max, the ladder 
is the only way out. If we don’t play—”

“What do you mean, play?” Max hissed. “Ava, you don't know what’s 
waiting down there!”

“The paper is ticking, Max! There’s a hole in the floor that wasn’t 
here five minutes ago. We have to go!”

The treehouse moaned, almost as if agreeing with her. Max’s chest 
tightened as he stared at the swaying rope ladder and the timer 
burning red against the shadow-draped walls. But Ava was already 
moving. She stepped onto the rungs, her hands steady despite the 
chaos.

“We buried that compass. We can dig it up and finish this. We 
always win our games.”

“This isn’t a game anymore,” Max whispered to the darkness.

Ava looked up, her dark hair framing her determined face. “Well, it 
doesn't hurt to try.”

"In this case, it might," Max muttered as she disappeared down into 
the black void.

Left alone in the trembling room, the red glow of the timer reflected 
in Max's wide eyes. The air felt heavy, pressing against his shoulders 
and pushing him forward. Taking one long, shaky breath, he grabbed 
the rope and followed her down.



Chapter 3

The Crawl Space

The smell hit them like a physical wall—stale dirt, ancient dust, and 
rotted wood. It was freezing in the shadowy crawl space beneath the 
treehouse, where dark silhouettes stretched endlessly across the 
ground.

"How are we supposed to find it?" Max whispered, gripping his 
flashlight so tightly his knuckles turned white.

Before Ava could answer, a chilling, guttural roar echoed through 
the dark. A massive shadow darted across the dirt. It was one of 
their "fake monsters" from childhood—except now it possessed 
towering limbs, glowing red eyes, and razor-sharp claws that sliced 
through the air.



Max dove behind a stack of rotting wooden crates just as the 
creature swiped. He swept his flashlight beam frantically across the 
dirt floor. There! A glint of rusted brass caught the light.

“Grab it!” Ava screamed over the deafening roars.

Max scrambled forward on his hands and knees, snatching the 
freezing brass compass out of the mud just as the shadow lunged. 
Ava grabbed the hood of his mud-stained hoodie and yanked him 
backward, pulling him through a mysterious, maroon-red door that 
had materialized right where the creature had spawned.

They slammed the door shut, throwing their weight against it. For a 
long time, neither spoke. The only sound in the darkness was the 
ragged, syncopated rhythm of their breathing.

Chapter 4

The Toy Box Maze

When Max finally opened his eyes, the suffocating smell of wet dirt 
was gone, replaced by the scent of old cardboard and plastic. They 
were no longer beneath the treehouse.

Max pushed his glasses up his nose and gasped.

They were standing inside a colossal maze built from gigantic toys. 
Towering wooden Jenga blocks formed skyscraper walls, while 
massive plastic Monopoly houses cast long, surreal shadows under a 
swirling purple sky. The floor beneath them was made of oversized 
cardboard game squares.

"Ava..." Max whispered, his voice trembling. "We're inside the board 
game."

Ava looked at his hand. "The compass," she said. "Does it work?"



Max uncurled his stiff fingers. Grandpa’s brass compass was heavy 
and coated in mud, but suddenly, its glass face burst into a brilliant 
blue glow. The traditional cardinal directions vanished, replaced by 
shifting magical runes. The needle spun wildly before snapping 
firmly toward a shadowy path between two massive wooden blocks.

A heavy Tick-Tock resonated from the sky above, accompanied by 
glowing text that read: REACH THE SAFE ZONE BEFORE TIME 
EXPIRES.

"The timer is shrinking," Ava said, swallowing the lump in her throat. 
"We have to move."

They sprinted down the cardboard corridor until the path split in 
two. The compass pointed left, but a heavy wooden gate blocked the 
way. Above the latch sat a glowing puzzle keypad.

"It's locked!" Ava said, glancing nervously over her shoulder. "Max, 
how do we solve this?"

Max leaned in to inspect the nine symbols on the pad: a star, a 
triangle, a heart, a circle, an oval, a square, a diamond, an octagon, 
and a clover.

"Press the star, the circle, and the square!" Max said without 
hesitation. "Those were our starting pieces!"

Ava slammed her hand onto the three shapes. With a loud click, the 
gate swung open. She grabbed Max's arm and pulled him through 
just as a heavy THUD vibrated through the floorboards behind them.

Something massive was hunting them.



Chapter 5

The Chase

A sharp, jagged shadow leaped across the maze walls, snapping Max 
back to reality. The eerie quiet was shattered by the merciless 
ticking of the sky timer: Tick-tock, tick-tock.

Ava held his arm, keeping him from bolting blindly. Wet clicking 
noises and scraping claws echoed from the darkness behind a giant 
game piece.

For a fraction of a second, they shared a look of pure dread. Then, 
survival instinct took over. Max bolted, sprinting past giant plastic 
game pieces that seemed to twist toward them as they passed.

Wind whipped through their hair as they tore down the narrow 
corridors. Behind them, the screeching grew louder, closer, and 
more aggressive.

They threw themselves around a sharp corner, sliding against a 
cardboard wall to hide. Pressing their backs into the cold surface, 
they held their breath as the creature’s shrieks slowly faded into the 
distance.

Max slumped against the wall, his heart pounding violently against 
his ribs. He was squeezing his pinky finger so hard it had turned 
bright red.



He looked at Ava, his voice barely a whisper. "What is happening to 
us?"

Ava wiped a tear from her cheek, trying to keep her composure. "I 
think this is just the beginning."

Chapter 6

The Riddle

"We need to keep moving," Max whispered once the monster's 
echoes died down. "The clock is still ticking."

Ava nodded, her fear hardening into focus. "Right. Let's find the Safe 
Zone."

Max pulled the glowing compass from his pocket. The needle had 
stopped spinning; instead, it hovered steadily, casting an azure light 
across his face. A icon of a tiny, open book flickered on the glass 
display.

They navigated the twisting turns of the maze until the towering 
walls suddenly fell away. They stepped out into a vast, open clearing 
at the center of the board, surrounded by lush green artificial grass 
bordering a plain white floor section.

"So as long as we're on the white tile, we're safe?" Ava asked, a hint 
of relief washing over her.

Her relief was short-lived. The white floor flickered and turned 
pitch-black. Glowing letters began to burn into the ground beneath 
their feet.

"It's a riddle," Max whispered.

"Yeah, I gathered that," Ava replied with a quick roll of her eyes, 
though her hands were shaking.



I have keys, but open no locks.

I have space, but no room.

I have an enter, but nowhere to go.

What am I?

Max squeezed his pinky finger, staring at the luminous text. His 
mind, accustomed to endless reading and logic puzzles, instantly 
began piecing the clues together.

"20 minutes left!" Ava warned, staring at the sky.

"Keys... space... enter..." Max muttered. His eyes lit up. "A keyboard! 
It's a computer keyboard!"

The moment the words left his mouth, a giant set of stone doors at 
the edge of the clearing ground open with a resounding thud.

They rushed through the threshold onto a tiled floor. The compass 
chimed softly, displaying a new message:

Time Paused. Congratulations on reaching the Safe Zone. 
You have survived the maze, but the game is NOT over. To 
unlock the exit portal, you must cross the Living Room Floor
—where the carpet is hot lava, and the furniture is your only 
hope...



Chapter 7

The Floor is Lava

The giant stone doors slammed shut behind them, sealing the room 
with an airtight thud.

"Timer resumed," the compass announced in a smooth, mechanical 
voice. "20 minutes remaining. Good luck."

The room was a warped reflection of their childhood living room, 
except magnified five times in size. A giant cream-colored sofa cast 
a vast shadow across the rug below.

"We need to move, NOW!" Max cried, pinching his reddened pinky.

He lunged toward a giant throw pillow, but Ava beat him to it, 
dragging another cushion forward to lay down a path—like giant 
stepping stones across the floor.

"Lava activation in 3... 2... 1..."

Instantly, the carpet dissolved into a roaring sea of molten red lava. 
Violent heat surged upward, sending thick bubbles bursting into the 
air. The explosion sent shockwaves through the pillow they were 
standing on.

Sweat poured down their faces, but adrenaline pushed them 
forward. Together, they leaped from pillow to pillow.

"Grab the one behind us!" Max yelled.

"On it!" Ava turned, heaving the trailing cushion forward so they 
could leap onto a wooden footstool, barely scrambling onto the 
coffee table in time.



"Halfway point reached. 5 minutes remaining," the compass chimed. 
Max was clutching it so tightly his knuckles were as white as the 
walls.

The final stretch across the dining table was set up like a game of 
Red Light, Green Light. At the far end stood a towering traffic signal 
that dwarfed them both.

"We move on green, and freeze on red—got it?" Max instructed.

Ava gave a fast, determined nod.

"Ready... Set... GO!"

What followed was a blur of frantic motion. Green light—sprint! Red 
light—freeze! Sweat burned their eyes as they pushed their tired 
muscles to the absolute limit. With two minutes left on the clock, 
they made one final, desperate leap across the finish line, tumbling 
directly into a glowing blue portal.

"Congratulations on completing the final round," the compass chimed 
as the light swallowed them whole.

Chapter 8

The Reveal



With a heavy thud, Max and Ava landed hard on dusty wood.

Max rubbed his bruised elbow and sat up, blinking against the 
sudden change in light. The smell of pine needles and old paper 
filled his lungs. They were back inside the treehouse.

"We're back?" Max muttered, bewildered. "Then... who built all of 
that? Whose voice was that?"

Ava stood nearby. She wasn't trembling anymore; instead, her head 
was hung low with a look of heavy guilt. She pulled a small, modified 
remote control from her pocket and pressed a button.

The mechanical voice instantly spoke from the device: "Final 
sequence initiated."

Max froze. "Ava... you made this?"

Ava looked up, tears brimming in her eyes. "I had to, Max. Ever since 
we started high school, you're always busy studying or writing. We 
never hang out anymore. I found Grandpa's old puzzle designs in the 
attic and spent all last weekend setting this up. I just... I wanted us 
to have one last adventure together, like we used to."

Max stared at her, stunned. Looking at his tearful friend, the anger 
melted out of him. Deep down, he had missed their games just as 
much as she had.

"Ava... you could have just asked me," Max said softly, a small smile 
breaking across his face. "I would've said yes. Though... I have to 
admit, those lava pillows were pretty awesome."

"We're not completely safe yet," Ava said, wiping her nose. "If we 
don't clear the final lock before the main timer hits zero, the door 
locks us in for real."

They scrambled over to a glass box mounted near the entrance. 
Inside sat a large red button, positioned above a handwritten note 
from their grandfather: Guess you two have to finish it together.

"Look at the time!" Ava gasped.



The display was ticking down fast: 00:05... 00:04... 00:03...

Together, they slammed their hands onto the glass casing, opening 
it just in time to press the red button at 00:02.

The screen flashed a brilliant green, and a loud, satisfying CLICK 
resonated through the door frame.

Chapter 9

The Final Task

The heavy wooden door swung open smoothly, letting in a flood of 
warm late-afternoon sunshine and a cool autumn breeze.

Max and Ava stepped out onto the treehouse porch, squinting 
against the golden light. Below them, the familiar sounds of their 
neighborhood filled the air—birds chirping, distant lawnmowers, 
and rustling trees. The breathless, terrifying countdown was finally 
over.



Max pulled Grandpa's compass from his mud-stained hoodie and 
ran his thumb over the cool metal casing, letting it soothe his sore 
pinky finger.

As they walked back through the whispering, colorful leaves of the 
forest, Max wrapped his arm around Ava in a side-hug.

"No matter how busy things get," Max said gently, "we're always 
going to make time for each other."

Ava smiled, slipping the remote into her pocket. "Promise?"

"Promise," Max said. "Just... maybe no more life-sized lava next time."


