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My favourite card is the ten of hearts. I like the pattern those ten hearts make on the face of the card. Sometimes I trace the design with my thumb, finding different ways to connect each shape, the card smooth and silky under my skin. Today, I rub the circle of hearts in the middle.

There’s a 1-in-52 chance that I’ll pick the ten of hearts straight from a normal deck of cards the first try. So far, it’s only happened once, and I’ve tried waaaay over fifty-two times. With my special deck of all hearts it happens more often, but it’s not as satisfying.

I place the ten of hearts back in my special deck and tap my feet against the frayed edges of the vinyl seat in front of me. I’ve been waiting for this trip to Dinosaur Ridge for weeks. Everyone on the bus is chattering away. Next to me, Clay’s head is buried in his Calamity Stoppers notebook. We created the game together. I read the rules, neatly printed in Clay’s handwriting, on the back.

THE GAME: CALAMITY STOPPERS

A role-playing, group storytelling game for

four players and a Game Master

 

Strange things have started happening. An

evil entity named Calamity is travelling

around the world, causing chaos. It has

released invading plant and animal species,

polluted rivers and seas and knocked

down buildings and wonders of the

world.

 

Your job is to find and capture Calamity

before the world is COMPLETELY

DESTROYED.

 

You will need:

Up to five decks of cards (one for each

player and one for the Game Master)

 

How to play:

1. Create your character. Pick a card.

The suit is your superpower. Every player

must have a different suit.

 

Clubs: You have super strength. You can

lift, move or destroy any object.

 

Hearts: You have telepathy/mind control.

You can persuade people, read their

true intentions and discover truth.

 

Spades: You can transform into an

animal. You can choose any animal but

you must wait three rounds before each

change.

 

Diamonds: You are indestructible. You

will never feel pain or be damaged.

You can shield other team members.

 

2. Create your deck by combining all the

cards of your suit from each player’s

deck. Your deck is then made only of

your suit. E.g. If your superpower is

clubs, your deck will be made up of only

clubs.

 

3. Create the story. The Game Master

reads the book and leads the story. You

imagine what your character would do

throughout the story and suggest their

actions out loud.

 

4. Determine the outcome of your

character’s actions. For every action you

want your character to do, you pick a

card to determine how successful that

action will be. High card = high success.

Low card = low success. A king is a

critical success, an ace is a critical

failure. The Game Master has the final

say and narrates the story. For example,

if the club character player wanted to

lift up a car off the ground and they

picked a two of clubs, the Game Master

might say, ‘You go to lift up the car but

the bumper is covered in oil and you just

can’t get a good grip on it.’ Once you’ve

used your cards you have to rest by

missing a turn before reshuffling the pack.

 

 

‘Not prepared for the campaign on Friday?’ I ask Clay, teasing him.

He looks up, shocked. His blonde hair falls across his face and he shakes it off his eyes. ‘I’m totally prepared. These are just the finishing touches.’

I laugh. Clay takes his position as Game Master very seriously. The handbook is covered in scrawls from his notes. We created the game together last year and play with Ava, Emily and Zac but to be honest, Clay’s done most of the work.

‘It is the finale,’ he says. His eyes light up. ‘I’m allowed to make it awesome. Just you wait until you see where we’re going to end up.’

Clay’s story has taken us from battling locust swarms at the pyramids in Egypt to rescuing dolphins in the Amazon, as each of our characters tries to save the world, while Clay, the Game Master, throws obstacles in our way. Wolfie is his alias as the narrator.

‘The bottom of the ocean?’ I suggest.

He smirks and shakes his head. ‘It’s somewhere we’ve always wanted to go.’

I squint, thinking hard. ‘I dunno. New Zealand?’

‘Guess again,’ he replies.

‘Oh, come on. Tell me,’ I say, trying to peer at his sketches.

‘No way. You’ve got to wait.’ Clay shuts the handbook firmly.

I roll my eyes at him then stare out the window. The skies are clear and blue. The roads are busy, filled with campers and RVs. Everyone seems to be heading up to the mountains to enjoy the beautiful weather.

We’re almost at Dinosaur Ridge. The green, tree-filled slopes around us are becoming bare. I keep my eyes peeled for layers of red and orange rock in the mountainside. We learnt they’re the perfect place to find dinosaur fossils and tracks. When the Rocky Mountains formed, the older, harder layers of rock from when the dinosaurs lived were tilted and forced up. The softer, newer layers that were on top have since eroded, leading to all these awesome dinosaur discoveries.

‘What do you call a sleeping dinosaur?’ I ask Clay.

He shrugs.

‘A dino-snore,’ I say.

‘That is not funny,’ says Clay, but he can’t stop himself from laughing and then I get the giggles.

‘Can you bring the noise level down a bit please, Seb?’ asks Mr Evans, standing up and looming in the narrow passage between the seats. He’s wearing a university sweatshirt. It’s weird seeing him not dressed in his usual tie and suit.

‘Yes, Mr Evans,’ I say, before ducking behind the seat in front and doing an impression of him.

‘Stop it,’ whispers Clay, even though he’s smiling. Mr Evans is a good teacher but can be strict.

I’ve always been loud. When I was younger I went to speech therapy to try and learn how to talk quieter but it turned out I just have a loud voice. I can’t pretend I don’t. One good thing about it is that everyone wants me to be in their group in choir and debate. The downside is that I can’t get away with talking to Clay or any of my other friends in class, even if I whisper. Sometimes I even get blamed for other people talking. Teachers just assume it’s me!

The first time Mr Evans told me to be quiet at the beginning of this school year, I replied, ‘BUT THIS IS MY NORMAL VOICE.’ And everyone laughed, even though I was only being honest. Now it’s become a whole inside joke with my friends that we all say whenever anyone is told to be quiet.

The seats shudder as the road gets steeper. In front, Maddison and Brooke are misting up the windows and drawing pictures on them.

‘Has everyone finished their quizzes?’ asks Mr Evans.

A few people shout yes, followed by some mumbles of no.

‘You have two more minutes,’ says Mr Evans.

‘What’d you get?’ Clay asks me.

I read out my result: ‘If you answered mostly As you’re a Struthiomimus! You’re fast, have long legs, a tail and a toothless beak! Your name means “ostrich mimic” because you resemble an ostrich. You’re medium-sized. What about you?’ I ask.

‘If you answered mainly Cs you’re a Cryolophosaurus! You’re a large meat-eater, with a crest on your head. You live in Antarctica.’

‘The dinosaurs you’ve been assigned are the ones you’re going to be doing your research projects on,’ says Mr Evans from the front.

The bus fills with groans.

‘I wanted to be a Diplodocus,’ I whisper to Clay. ‘That’s my favourite one.’

‘I wanted to be a Pterodactyl,’ he replies.

‘That’s not a dinosaur,’ I say, shaking my head.

‘Yes it is,’ says Clay, looking confused.

‘I’m telling you, Pterodactyls aren’t dinosaurs. They lived at the same time dinosaurs did, but they were flying reptiles.’

‘Well, I think you’re wrong. We’ll find out when we get there!’ Clay crosses his arms.

Clay and I are both stubborn. That means we disagree all the time, but we’ve still been best friends for ever. Nothing will ever change that.

The bus slows, pulls into a busy gas station and rolls to a stop behind a line of cars. It’s a big gas station, but it’s packed so we have to wait to get a place. When we finally pull forward, the bus takes up two spaces. Behind the pumps, there’s a large square building with a red stripe painted along it. Across the windows is written: Cold drinks. Snacks. Candy.

Mr Evans stands up at the front of the bus and checks his watch.

‘We’re stopping for ten minutes. Use the restroom. Buy a snack if you want. But I want everyone back on this bus by eight thirty. Got it?’

‘Yes, Mr Evans,’ we all respond.

‘I’m thirsty,’ says Clay. ‘Let’s go in.’

Inside it’s air-conditioned. It smells of fries and burgers. A 90s song Mom loves, but I can’t remember the name of, blares out over the speakers. At one end is a fast food counter, at the other is a check-out register.

There are about forty people inside. Most are gathered around the fast food. I try on some funny star-shaped shades, then grab a bag of chips and head towards the fridges at the back.

I wait patiently for an older lady with a pink scarf tied around her head to get her drink.

She touches a can, scoffs, then puts it back and reaches into the fridge, her head almost disappearing inside. She stands on tippy-toes.

‘Can I help you?’ I ask.

‘Oh, you are a dear,’ she says, pulling her head back out. She’s wearing oval shades and her white hair is swept elegantly back under her scarf. She’s dressed in a matching green blouse and shorts and looks pretty stylish for an old lady. ‘Can you reach one of the lemonades at the back? The ones at the front are still warm.’

I smile. My grandma would have been determined to get the coldest lemonade too. I’m a bit taller than she is, so I can just reach one of the cold, back-of-the-fridge cans. ‘Here you go,’ I say, handing it to her.

‘Thank you, darling. Have a good day.’ She waves before turning towards the aisle filled with cookies, chips and dried fruit and nuts.

‘You too!’ I say.

I’m just in time to join Clay at the front of the line to pay, skipping the six people waiting behind him. There’s a young guy with long hair at the counter.

‘I’m gonna use the restroom,’ says Clay, after we’ve paid. ‘I’ll meet you back on the bus. Don’t let them leave without me,’ he adds jokingly.

On my way out, I hold the door open for a man in a hoodie with his hands in pockets. His light skin is peeling from sunburn and beads of sweat stick to the flakes. I pass him. Why is he wearing a hoodie? It’s boiling even in the air conditioning.

Back on the bus, I open the chips and munch on them. Mr Evans starts the register.

‘Clay’s not back yet,’ I say, when it comes to his name.

Then there’s a bang. Everyone looks up and hushes.

It’s as loud as a firework. I search the sky for a rogue rocket. It’s still clear and cloudless.

I look to Mr Evans for reassurance but his brow is creasing with worry.

‘What was that?’ asks Maddison.

The bang sounds again. And again.

It’s coming from inside the gas station.

And that’s when I realise what it is.

Gunshots.
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