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ISAAC BOUNCED ON HIS toes as he waited on the front porch. Today was his twelfth birthday, and his two best friends, Sam and Jamie, would arrive in an hour for the sleepover party they’d been looking forward to all week. They had talked a lot about all the junk food they would eat, how late they would stay up, and what games they would play.

But there was one problem: they had played all of Isaac’s games so many times that there were no surprises left. Isaac needed something new.

“Come on, Mum,” Isaac begged, tugging on his mother’s sleeve. “Can we go to the op shop? Maybe they have a game we haven’t played yet.”

Isaac’s mother smiled at her excited son. “Okay, we can take a look. But we need to stick to a budget, so don’t expect too much. And we have to be quick—Sam and Jamie will be here at 3 o’clock.”

“I know, I know,” Isaac said as he bounded down the front steps. “I just want to find something new to play tonight. We’ve played my other games a million times.”

Isaac’s mum grabbed some loose change from a bowl on the hall table. “Let’s see what we can find, but I can’t promise anything,” she said as she climbed into the car. “Here’s your budget.”

“Thanks, Mum!” Isaac said as his mum dropped the coins into his hand. He fastened his seatbelt and counted the coins. One dollar, two dollars, then twenty, forty, fifty, fifty-five, sixty, sixty-five. Two dollars and sixty-five cents. It wasn’t much, but he hoped it would be enough.

The short drive to the op shop felt like forever. His leg bounced with excitement as he pictured showing his friends a brand-new game that night.

When they arrived, Isaac jumped out of the car and dashed inside to the musty shelves filled with second-hand items. As he headed to the back of the shop, he passed racks of gently used clothing, shelves of vintage tea sets and glassware, and bins of pre-loved toys. Nothing caught his eye until he reached the games section.

There were jigsaw puzzles and board games that Isaac already owned. He squeezed past an old rocking horse and a brass globe to reach the bottom shelf. He knelt down and looked all the way to the back. Suddenly, a flash of colour caught his attention.

He reached in and pulled out a strange-looking card game. His heart raced at finding a game he had never seen before. “Power Fusion: A Superpower Card & Dice Game,” Isaac read aloud.

Isaac loved superhero stories—movies, books, and comics—he enjoyed them all. He often pretended to be just like those superheroes, imagining using his powers for good and facing challenges that regular people couldn’t. A game about superpowers sounded amazing!

Isaac sat on the dusty floor, opened the box, and tipped the contents into his lap. The corners of the cards were soft and worn. Although the edges showed their age, the colours on the back were still bright—a deep scarlet red and cobalt blue swirling in a mesmerising pattern. Some cards had a yellow lightning bolt zig-zagging across the back, while others showed purple mountains under a pink sky. Most had a glowing golden star in the centre.

The rule card was at the bottom of the deck, but there were no dice in the box. No problem, he thought. I have plenty of six-sided dice at home. This card game was perfect—as long as it was within his budget. Isaac looked around for a price tag, turning the worn box in his hands, but the little sticker was missing.

Isaac showed the game to his mother, buzzing with excitement. “How much for this one?” she asked the shopkeeper.

The woman looked over the box, her wrinkled lips curling into a secretive smile. “Well, what do we have here?” she rasped. “I haven’t seen this in years. It’s a special game, young man. How old are you?”

“Twelve. It’s my birthday today.”

The old woman nodded. “Happy birthday! Twelve is an important number. The game costs three dollars.”

Isaac’s heart sank. “I only have two dollars and sixty-five cents.”

The shopkeeper pursed her lips. She opened the box and peered inside. “Ahh. The dice are missing. What you’ve got will do.”

Isaac’s eyes widened as he handed over the coins. The woman leaned close, her eyes twinkling behind her big glasses. “But be careful, dear boy,” she whispered. “This game has more power than you think. If someone wins, they have to be ready for the challenges that come next. As time passes, so do the consequences.”

Isaac frowned, confused by the odd warning. “What do you mean?”

But the old woman only smiled. “You’ll understand in time. Just remember what I said and be careful when you play.”

Isaac nodded, a bit bewildered but mostly excited. He couldn’t wait to show Sam and Jamie his new game. This was going to be the best party ever—he could feel it.

Isaac held on tight to the new game as he jumped back into the car. They had plenty of time to get home before Sam and Jamie arrived. He placed the game in the small drawer under the coffee table, ready for the big reveal that night.

Isaac dashed around the living room, setting up sleeping bags and pillows while his mum brought out bowls of chips and candy from the kitchen. By the time the doorbell rang, the room was ready for an epic sleepover.

Isaac ran his hand through his messy hair, trying to smooth it down, and threw open the front door. Sam stood on the porch, her overnight bag by her feet. She took off her pale blue helmet and placed it in the basket of her matching blue bike.

“About time you got here!” he said with a grin.

Sam rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide her smile. “It’s exactly 3 PM. I’m right on time.”

“I know, but...” Isaac shifted from one foot to the other.

“Is Jamie here yet?”

Isaac shook his head. “You’re the first one. Come in! We’re going to have so much fun!”

Sam picked up her bag and followed Isaac into the living room. Her eyes widened at the spread of junk food on the coffee table. “Your mum really went all out!”

“You haven’t seen the best part yet,” Isaac said mysteriously.

“What?” Sam dumped her bag in the corner and pulled her shoulder-length hair into a ponytail.

“I’ll show you after Jamie gets here.”

Sam shrugged and grabbed a handful of chips.

Just then, the doorbell rang again. Isaac opened the door to see Jamie bouncing on the porch, his backpack slung over one shoulder. Jamie had propped his bike against the house beside Sam’s, his helmet dangling from the handlebars.

“The party can start! I have arrived!” Jamie announced.

Isaac and Sam laughed.
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